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Fearless

Let my mother tell it, all that I am and all that I know is because of my daddy,

a declaration that some might find shocking considering the list of negative
atcributes chat floated like a dark cloud over my father’s short, hard-lived life.
During his fifty-eight years on this good, green earth, Boris Henson, born and
reared in northeast DC, had been homeless and broke, an alcoholic and
physiea]iy and mentaily abusive to my mother during their five years together—
plus prone to hot tempers and cool-off periods in the slammer. With that many
strikes against his character, I can imagine that it’s hard for some to see the good
in who he was, much less how any comparison to him might be construed as a
eomp]iment. But Daddy wasn’t average. Yes, there are pienty of fathers who,
grappling with their demons, make the babies and leave the mamas and
disappear like the wind, without a care in the world about the consequences.
The scars run deep. That, however, is not my tale to tell. The truth is, no matter
how loud the thunder created by his personal storms, my father always squared
his shoulders, extended his arms, opened his heart, and did what was natural and
right and beautiful—he loved me. My father’s love was all at once regular and
extraordinary, average and heroic. For starters, he was there. No matter his
circumstances, no matter what kind of fresh hell he was dealing with or dishing
out, he was there, even if he had to insist upon being a part of my life. One of
my carliest memories of my dad is of him kidnapping me. It happened when I
was about four years old, shortiy after my father dragged my mother by her hair
into his car while threatening to kill her. 'm told that the oniy thing that kept
her from being dragged down the street with her body hanging out of his ride
was my aunt’s quick thinking: she pulled the keys out of the ignition before my
father could speed away. He was angry because more than a week earlier, my
mother, fearful that my father would follow through on a threat to kill her,



packed up a few of our belongings in a brown paper bag and plotted a speedy
getaway; she wanted to divorce him and bar him from sceing me until he got
himself together and handled his bouts of addiction and anger. But my father
wasn't having it. “Nothing and nobody was gonna keep me away from my baby
girl,” he used to tell me when he recounted the days when my mom and 1
disappeared. He said he even took to the top of buildings throughout our
hardscrabble southeast DC neighborhood with binoculars to see if he could spot
us. We were long gone, though, hiding out where he didn’t think to look: back
and forth between his parents’ home in northeast DC and his sister’s place in

Nanjemoy, a small town in southern Maryland.

It took Dad more than a week to track us down at my aunt’s place, and when
he finally made it over there, he waged war on her front door, banging and

hollering like a madman, demanding to see me, his daughter.

”

“Let me see my baby!” he yeiied. “Taraji! Come see your daddy.

[ was in the television room, which was in the back of the apartment, in a
thin pair of pajamas, watching television and pulling a comb through my doll’s
hair when I heard my facher screaming my name. That doll didn’t have a chance;
[ left it, the comb, a brush, and a bowl of barrettes and baubles right there in the
middle of the floor and started rooting around the recliner for my sneakers with
the flowers on them when my mom, a naturally gorgeous cocoa beauty with a
beautiful halo of hair, rushed into the room to check on me. “Come here,” she
said, scooping me up into her arms. She sat on the edge of the couch, rocking

side to side:; her paim7 warm and siightiy sweaty, pressed my head against her
chest. The thud of her heartbeat tickled my car.

[ was much too young to understand the dynamics of my parents’ reiationship—
that my mother was running for her life after he'd lost his temper one too many
times and hit her. Nor did I understand that my father was Violating my
mother’s wishes and scaring her half to death by dropping by unannounced and
demanding time with me; all T knew was that my father was at the door and he
wanted to piay, that he would once again, as he aiways did, sprinkie magic on
what would have been an average day. Try as she rnight and despite my aunt’s
pieas not to open the door, my mother couldn’t ignore the scene Dad was
rnaking, the banging and screaming. He even left and came back with a poiice
officer, someone my father, who was Working as a cop at the time, knew on the

force. To piacate him and keep my aunt, I'm sure, from becoming the



laughingstock of the neighborhood, my mother finally, slowly walked to the
front door, with me in her arms. “Look,” she said, seething, “you have got to stop
it with all this noise. Please! You can see her for a few minutes, but then you
have to go.”

Dad, burly and strapping, standing at well over six feet tall, didn’t give my
mother a chance to put me in his arms; he snatched me and took off running
into the winter chill, me dressed in nothing but those pajamas. Nothing could
stop him—not my mother’s screams, not the neighbors peering out their front
doors and rushing down their driveways to get a glimpse of the Negro theater
unfolding on the street, not threats from his fellow officer, who'd pointed his
gun and considered shooting my father. Definitely not common sense. Where,
after all, was he going to go? His home situation was sketchy, his money was
funny, and really, the chance of him taking proper care of a four-year-old was
slim to nil. Yet none of that mattered. He wanted to be with his daughter.

I thought we were about to go on one of the many fun and funny adventures
we always embarked on together, whether that was going for a ride on his
motorcycle or taking a walk in the park; never once did it cross my four-year-
old mind that something was wrong—that we were like Bonnie and Clyde on
the run. When Dad took off down the street, I wasn’t scared; T was happy to be
in his arms, so strong and thick and grand.

My father’s getaway was short lived, though. “I'm going to call the cops on
your ass!” my mother yelled down the street after him as she and the police
officer jumped in his cruiser. From the front seat of that cop car, my mother
searched frantically for me and my father for hours, unaware that he’d stolen me
away to a friend’s house somewhere in the same neighborhood. It was my dad’s
friend who convinced him to let go of all that passion and make way for
common sense: there was no way he’d be able to get away with stealing his
daughter from his wife and he finally acknowledged that. Grudgingiy, he
brought me back to my pleading mother’s waiting arms. “I'll come see you
another time, baby giri,” Dad said as my mother rushed away from him. “I love

you. Daddy loves you. Don’t you ever forget that.”

What he did was wrong—I can see that now as an adulet. Seill T hold tight to
my belief that at that time, my father was a good guy who simpiy wasn’t very
diplomatic about his wants and needs versus his rights, and a tad immature
when it came to understanding how to get what he wanted from others. My
mother was the one who would try to reason with him; she’d tell him time and
again, “If you want full Custody of your daughter, go to court and say, ‘I'm her



dad and I deserve rights, too.” But you don’t come knock on the door and run oft
in the wind with our daughter, because that’s not going to work. Get it together
and we can talk.”

As an adult, when I think of my parents’ polar opposite personalities, I say to
myself, how in the hell did they ever meet? She’s quiet, thoughtful, methodical. He
was loud and full of drama, quick to say and do the first thing to come to mind.
He wasn’t trying to hurt anybody; it’s not as if he were robbing banks or
knocking people upside the head and taking what was theirs. Quite the contrary:
he was a Vietnam vet and an artist at heart, and when his finances were flush, he
made good money as a metal fabricator, installing metal bars on the windows of
houses throughout the metro DC area. But my father also was a victim of the
lack of support provided for Vietnam vets who served their country, only to
come home to a nation still reeling from political and racial turmoil, to say
nothing of that shady Reaganomics math; the only thing that trickled down to
him during the Reagan administration was a decrease in the lucrative contracts
that sustained him financially. No one could afford window bars and fancy iron
fences and front doors anymore, and when the middle class didn’c have money,
Dad didn’t have money. Soon enough, the checks stopped coming and he
couldn’t pay the rent, at which point the entirety of his apartment was dumped
out onto the street. Getting another job to keep a roof over his head was near
impossible, as he had a record—a knot of misdemeanors he'd gotten for a couple
of street fights made it difficule for him to secure a gig that would give him
enough cash to live on. With no job, no money, and nowhere to go, he ended up

1iVing in the green van he was driving at the time.

Boris Henson was a lot of things, and he did a lot of things wrong, but he was
a stand—up guy—a good guy who was dealing with the cards life dealc him,
plenty of which would have ruined a lesser man. But what he chose to do with
those hands is where the best life lessons for me 1ay. Rather than fold into a ball
and disappcar from my world, he turned all that ugly upside down and let me
examine its underbelly. [t was important to him that I see it all—the good and
the tragic, the long, slow climb he made toward finding peace for himself—
which he ultimately did when he got sober and found Jesus—and the pitfalls

that thrcatencd to SWQ,HOW hlm WhOlC along thC way.

“Don’t worry about that,” he said of all the furniture and personal items he
had to leave behind when he was evicted and 1iving in his car. He cupped my



face and looked me in my eyes. “That’s material stuff I can get back. I'm alive.

I'm free.”

I'm free. That's what mattered to him. And that’s what mattered to me. There
was so much emotional intelligence there, so many lessons for me to mine for
my own life journey. Through example, he showed me that we're human—that
nobody is perfect and there most certainly isn’t a rulebook for living a perfect
life. T was to train my eyes not on the misfortune, setbacks, or possibility of
failure, but on living—really living—without fear. Time and again, my father
would show me that no matter how often he fell from grace, he simply would
not let the dread and anxiety of another failure shackle him. And how could he?
He needed both of his hands free so that he could place them squarely on my
back and push me forward past the fear.

The pushing started early, and my father showed no mercy, like the time he
forced me to sink or swim, literally. His family, who generously arranged for me
to attend all kinds of extracurricular activities my mother couldn’t afford now
that she was a single mom, paid for my swim lessons at an exclusive club in
Capitol Hill, which might as well have been another world from the part of DC
[ called home. Every weekend, my mother would sty]e my hair so pretty in lictle
cornrows and dress me up in a cute bikini with an outfit and barrettes to match.
Prancing, I'd kiss my mother good—bye, and while she walked over to the
cordoned area behind the glass where the parents sat, I'd walk just as nice
through the gym and out to the pool, as if T were cager to jump in the water.
Then, as soon as | got to the pool, I'd take offrunning and screaming around the
deck like somebody was trying to kill me. Terrified that I'd end up at the
bottom of that sea of blue and chlorine, stuck like a brick to the pooi floor,
gasping and thrashing for air, I did not want to get in that water. Rather than
toss mysclf into that iiquid grave, [ ran. Fast. So no one could catch me and force
me into the pooi. I was manipulative and slick—dramatic for no reason and
drunk off the attention I got when I refused to listen to the swim teacher and
instead empioyed my devii—may—care, run—iike—the—white—giri—in~a—horr0r—movic
antics. “Come on, sweetheart, just put your feet in the water,” the instructor
would insist every week as the rest of the class piied into the poo] excitcdiy and |
stood on the side, my arms folded, my brow furled, and my 1ip poked out. “You
don’t have to get all the way in just yet, but I want you to get used to the water. I
won’t let you go under, [ promise. We'll take it slow.” I'd take a step or two
toward the pool, close enough for the teacher and her charges to think that



maybe this week, I'd at least let the cool water hit my big toe. But I wasn’t about
to let that happen. Off I'd go, running. Dramatic, just like my father.

Every lesson, week in and week out, my mother would be completely
embarrassed by my antics, and no amount of threatening or bribing could
convince me to act any other way. Until, at her wits’ end, my mother,
unbeknownst to me, hipped my father to my game.

I'm at my next lesson, running and screaming around the pool, and who
comes through the double glass pool doors but none other than Boris Lawrence
Henson. I had just about finished my first lap around the perimeter of the pool
when he walked in, practically in slow motion, looking like Shaft 2.0 in a leather
trench coat and hag, fly as hell, mean mugging like he was about to get that
work. He snatched me up by my arm, bent down, looked me dead in the eye,
and let me have it. “You gonna sink or swim, do or die, but what you not gonna
do is run around here acting crazy like somebody killing you.” And then he did
the unthinkable: he picked me up and tossed me into the water.

The water stopped splashing, every tongue fell silent, everybody froze in
horror. This was not the place where you show up looking like a black superhero
and then throw your daughter in the pool like “The Mack.” But my father didn’t
give a damn. He zeroed right in on my drama. “Uh-huh, stay your ass in that
water, too!” he yelled, jabbing his finger in my direction. “Your mother ain’t

7

driving you down here just for you to act like a little monkey.

And when T hit that ice-cold water and it came splashing up all around my

neck and eyes and nose and cornrows, what did Taraji Penda Henson learn to

do that day?
Swim.

My dad saw all through my foolishness, latched on to my fear, and pulled it
out of me. He was the muscle—the parent who, with one look, one curl of the
lip, one phone call from my mother, could get me together and ensure I was on
my best behavior and bcing brave. All my mother had to do was haifway say,
“I'm going to call your father,” and I'd see the iight.

Thing is, my father never put his hands on me; he didn’t have to. He simpiy
knew how to bring out the best in me in a way that inspircd me to expect the
best out of myseif He managed this not so much by being strict but more so by
trusting me, by encouraging me to trust myseif. This was a recurring lesson that
started as eariy as age seven, when my father started teaching me how to drive.

I'd sit on his iap and steer his blue pickup truck through the back roads of



Washington, DC, listening to the gravel grind and pop against the tires, giggling
all the way. Sometimes, when it seemed like I was on the verge of getting too
close to a parked car, Dad would put his hands on top of my own to gently help
guide the steering wheel; I loved how they felt—rough and calloused and strong.
Later, when I was just about to become a teenager, my father would let me drive
all by myself; he would go get some beer, take me to the stadium where the
Washington Redskins play football, and sit up under a shady tree while I drove
around the parking lot, practicing for the day I'd get my own ride. I'd have to sit
on the edge of the leather seat, sticky and hot against my lictle legs, just to reach
the gas pedal and brakes; the truck would jerk violently, making my neck whip
as I pushed too suddenly on the gas or got scared and pumped the brakes too
hard. Still, I'd giggle every time I passed by my facher, who'd be sitting there
laughing. “Drive, baby!” he'd yell, and take another swig of his beer. T took my
driver’s license test in a big-ass lime-green Bonneville without an ounce of fear,
because, over the course of years with my father’s direction, I'd aiready mastered
driving that pickup truck. I'd aiready mastered how to control fear racher than

let it control me.

That’s the thing about fear: Dad had a knack for figurativeiy knocking it out
of you. No one around him was exempt from it—not even adults. Sometime
later, iong after my parents’ own marriage had dissolved, he matured and
committed to his second wife. But there was one probiem. She didn’t have a
license and didn’t know how to drive. She was too scared. My father wasn’t
having it. “Let me tell you something. It you gonna be with me, you gonna learn
how to drive,” he told her. “Fuck that being-scared shit. Come on!” And guess
who drives now? He forced everyone he loved to look that devil in the eye and

“go tell him he’s a liar.” Boris Henson lived on that. He wanted me to fear less.

To be fearless.

My mother was right: [ am, in a lot of ways, like my dad. My candor, my humor,
my reiationship to fear, come directiy from him—I carry it decp down in my
gut. But while my dad schooled me on the game, it was Mom who taught me

how to live it.

Now when I say this to her—when I extend the credit she is due—she shrugs
it off, but it is the truth. She stands back and looks in amazement at all chat I
do: baiancing a demanding career with raising my son on my own, and all the
while squeezing in some semblance of a personai life. But what I do is not
magicai, or, in my opinion, unique. All this drive, all this passion, all this get to



it and get it done all up in my bones, I get it from my mama. She set up the
goalposts and showed me in word and in deed that no matter what lies in the
road ahead of me, fear is utterly useless. This she had to do because she was a
single mother, heading our family of two in a neighborhood in southeast DC
that, when we stepped outside the cocooned paradise she created, replete with
my very own room and everything I needed and even some of what I wanted,
wasn't the safest place for a woman and her young charge. When she wasn’t
battling my father, she was battling the streets—literally.

The parking lot was where she did her fighting, or, more appropriately,
where she defended herself. It was a trap, really: the parking lot, set in a U-
shaped valley between the two large apartment buildings that made up our
complex, was always dark, and each entrance was flanked by steps on one side
and a laundry room and trash room on the other, neither of which had doors or
lights. It was the perfect setup for a thief to knock someone over the head and
take all she had, and that’s exactly what happened to my mother twice, both

times in front of me.

The first time she was robbed, T was six years old. Until that very moment, 1
hadn’t a care in the world. Tt was late October in 1976, on one of those warm
Indian summer nights, and T was floating high, strutting between my mom and
my friend from first grade, who, on this rare occasion, had been invited to sleep
over at our place. My mother went all out for me, even taking us out for
hamburgers and fries at McDonald’s, an uncommon treat for us back in those
days when money was tight and cating out, even at a fast-food restaurant, was a
luxury. Tbougb I was liVing in one of the most troubled areas of a city in which
poverty and hopelessness made neighbor prey on neighbor, [ hadn’t experieneed
anytbing to cause me concern. With my mother, I felt protected, mainly because
she always made a way out of no way for me. Because of her, our little family had
stability: W€ never got put out of our plaee, neither the power nor the water was
ever shut off because of an inability to pay the bill, we were never bungry,
Christmas was always bomb. I lived for the oversells at Woodward & Lortbrop
department store—those exclusive sales when merchandise the store couldn’t
move was offered to employees for deep discounts. I was fly in bigb school:
Guess jeans on my behind and Coach bags on my shoulders. T still have a
beautiful silverware set Mom bought for me when I moved into my first
apartment; the only time [ pull it out is for speeial occasions, and when I do, I
can’t belp but think about her and the sacrifices she made to make life beautiful.
Knuckles raw, back sore, cyes burning, mind numb, she made it work. Made it
so that even in the middle of the hood, where crime ran rampant and there were



a lot of folks who had little and lived hard, her daughter found paradise in our
lictle southeast DC apartment. Once I crossed the threshold into the home my
mother made for the two of us, I felt like I was arriving at a grand mansion. In
her typically selfless form, rather than buy herself a bureau for her clothes or a
sofa on which she could relax after a long, hard day’s work, she bought me a
gorgeous Elizabethan bedroom set, which she outfitted with a Holly Hobbie
comforter and a Strawberry Shortcake doll and posters. It was so lavish that for
the longest time, I didn’t know we lived in the hood or that we were struggling.

On that fateful night of the first robbery, it was to this paradise that my
friend and T were going to eat our McDonald’s, play dolls, color, and maybe
watch a little television, before climbing under the covers to talk and giggle and
fight sleep until sleep won out. We were skipping along ahead of my mother in
the parking lot, making our way to the main entrance of the building, when all
of a sudden, a man wearing a stocking cap over his face ran up behind us. My
friend and I were too busy talking and laughing and doing what six-year-olds do
when they're excited about a sleepover to understand exactly what was going on.
If anything, I was thrown off when my mother giggled, thinking it was a man
who was sweet on her, playing a trick. “Oh, George, why don’t you stop playing!”
she said, 1aughing7 when the man grabbed her.

“Give me your purse, bitch,” he snarled, his breacth hot on her cheek. The
metal of the gun pressed against her temple.

To force her to Comply and show her he meant business, he gmbbcd my
mother’s hair, jerking her head so hard that she gave a little scream and dropped
the fast food and sodas. All three of us froze when the cups crashed to the
pavement, splashing 1iquid at our feet. Terrified, my mother pushed her purse
into the thug’s hands. “You got any more money on you?” he yeilcd.

“No,” my mother said, shaking.

He ordered us to walk back to the car, and then he took off running. Once
she thought it was safe, my mother hurried me and my friend up the stairs and
called to a neighbor, who'd come down to empty his trash. He took us to his
apartment and called the policc, and let us stay with him and his son while the
cops asked my mother questions and went iooking for the thief. They came up
with nothing, which oniy made my mother more scared. When she searched her
pockets for her keys, she found a twenty she’'d stuffed there after ordering our
food and freaked out even more. “What if he searched me and found out I was
1ying about not having any more money on me?” she asked. The thought of what



he could have done to her or us girls gave her chills. While desperately trying to
keep her composure, she arranged to swap cars with her sister and change the
locks on our apartment door, seeing as the thief had taken off with everything,
including her wallet and the spare keys to our entire life—the apartment, our
car, my mom’s office. It would be close to an hour before we got back into our
place, but the tension was still thick. Though I was only six and barely aware of
the mental, emotional, and physical price my mother was paying for the attack, I
knew something was wrong, and, even as I played with my friend on the living
room floor, I had my eyes locked on my mother, watching her every move. T held
my breath, terrified when I saw her reach into her hair, beautiful, long, thick,
Farrah Faweett—feathery and lush, and puii out a Ciump that the thief had
tugged from her scalp. As she dropped her hair onto the table, the tears finally
fell. Though on occasion I would see her rub her temples trying to figure out
how to pay the bills and the rent so that we weren’t put out or left in the dark,

this would be the first time I ever saw my mother cry.

We never talked about that moment; my mother wasn’t the type of parent
who unpacked the gravity of a situation like that for a child’s understanding. It
happened. Life went on. She soldiered on, and, by extension, because T was her
daughter and it was her sole duty to protect, raise, and move in iockstep with
me, [ did, too. I was scared of the dark for the longest time, but she made me feel
safe, and so in my first-grade mind, I was safe. That was the energy she extended
to me—the energy she had to employ because my father was not there to offer

protection.

Years later, when I was in junior high7 it happened again—same parking lot,
same apartment buiiding, same circumstances. This time, our city was on the
brink of the crack epidemic, and junkies, desperate to score their next high,
were out in full force like the zombie apoeaiypse, preying on anyone within their
reach. It was midnight and we were on our way to the car, heading out to piek
up a friend whose ride had broken down. Mom always put me in the car first, so
[ was tucked away in the front seat when a man ran up behind her as she made
her way to the driver’s side. As she opened her door, the man punehed her in the
cye—so hard that years later, when she aecidentaily got hit in the same cye
piaying softball with her coworkers, her retina tore. “Please,” my mother begged
the thief as he tugged at the door between them, reaching for her purse, “take
my money. Take all of it. Just leave me my purse.”

“Shut up, bitch!” he yeiied as he wrestled my mother’s purse out of her hands
and ran off.



[ was in the passenger seat, screaming, “No, no, no! Not again!” But my
howling was useless. My mother got in the car, closed the door, turned the key,
and, without saying a word, started driving in dead silence. She was trying her
best to be strong, but with every passing minute, her eye stretched and
ballooned and turned various shades of black and blue. In the other unmolested
eye, a single tear slowly traced a wet track down her cheek, across her chin, and
down her neck.

This was the only home we had. Though she was working her way out of the
hole my dad’s absence created—she was toiling from sunup to sundown—her
salary would take her only so far. It would be perfectly reasonable to think that
the two of us, in that moment, in that space in which we'd been violated twice,
would be absolutely terrified. Broken. But that’s not how it works—at least not
for Bernice Gordon. Rather than melt, she once again soldiered on, no doubt
because she had no other choice, but I know she also did it because her
daughter’s life depended on her ability to keep moving, despite the obstacles,
despite the adversity, despite what anyone thought about her. She refused to
disappear into a cave. She was more cautious, of course; while we lived in that
apartment, she made sure from then on that whenever we were leaving or
entering the building, someone was around to meet and walk with us. But she
never, ever gave me cause to panic. What a profound lesson to learn as I began
my own, long journey toward becoming a woman, a lover, a single mother, and a
human moving through the world. My mother always said I got all my scrength
from my father, but I know so much better than that, even if she doesn’t realize
or refuses to acknowledge it: she taught me, by leading her life, how to be. My
father may have put the fire in my heart, but my mother taught it how to beat.
They both showed me, by example, how to be fearless.

Even today, when I taste fear on my tongue, it’s my parents’ example I draw on
to help me swallow it whole. Nothing could have been truer than when my
manager, Vincent Cirrincione, floated the script for Empire my way. [ was scared
to death of Cookie. After all, I'd been trying to escape the typecasting that had
come from starring as the loud-mouthed, around—thc—way baby mama Yvette, in
John Singleton’s hit 2001 big-screen hood tale, Baby Boy. Yet no matter how hard
[ tried to climb out of it, I'd been stuck in the muck and mire of screenplays that
tried to resurrect that character. The only roles casting directors could see for
me were ones that were “edgy” (read: ghetto). Now, after stints on three
television shows—one as a police officer in Lifetime’s The Division, one as a fierce



litigator on ABC's Boston Legal, one as a detective in CBS’s hugely popular Person
of Interest—an Oscar nod for my role as the adoptive mother of a reverse-aging
white child in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, and box office gold in the
Think Like a Man films, in which I played a businesswoman, I had finally
managed to shake myself out of the exclusively stereotypical roles Hollywood
producers envisioned for me. I wanted no part of a loud, wisecracking, gaudy ex-
con fresh out of prison from a seventeen-year bid on a drug conviction—
especially on a television show to which I'd have to commit all of my time. After
being locked into fifty-five episodes of Person of Interest, going back to the

grueling, stifling schedule of television production wasn’t even a consideration.

“Leave me alone with this one,” I told Vince over the phone during one of the
many calls he made, begging me to read the Empire script. I'd been back in Los
Angeles only for a short while, and I was preparing for a starring role in the play
Above the Fold at the Pasadena Playhouse, biding my time until another film
project came along. “Where's my brillianc film scripe? T don’t care about this
mess. I don’t want to do it.” Vince knew me well—he knew how no-nonsense
and in-your-face I could be. He'd learned that the first time I met him, shortly
after I moved to Los Angeles and went on a frenzied but exhaustive search for
an agent. A friend arranged my meeting with Vince, but he made it clear he
wasn’t looking for new clients; at the time, he already had a power roster,
including Halle Berry, and taking a chance on a young, inexperienced black
actress at a time when roles for actresses who looked like me were few and far
between wasn’t a priority. But I got to him by standing in front of that man and
being regular ol Taraji from southeast DC, with my slightly country drawl and
one fingernail painted hright red.

“What’s with the fingernail?” he asked.

[ looked down at my hand absentmindedly and shrugged. “I forgot to take the
paint oft,” I said matter—of—factly.

After that, Vince launched questions at me in rapid—fire succession, and [
answered each of them easily and truthfully, hiding nothing. [ told him how I'd
studied acting at Howard and got pregnant in my junior ycar—how [ came to
Los Angeles with my baby and only seven hundred dollars to my name, but a

passion for my craft as wide as the Pacific.
“Where’s your son?” he asked when, finally, [ took a breath.
“He’s with the babysitter.”



“So you brought him out here with you?” he asked, surprised. “Usually actors
leave the kids with family uncil they get on their feet in this business.”

“No, he’s right here with me,” I said. “He’s where he belongs.”

Vince stared at me for a moment, no doubt trying to figure me out. Finally,
he ordered me to stand. “Let me take a look at you.”

[ stood, uncomfortable for the first time in his presence. What the hell is this, a
slave market? 1 asked myself as I turned awkwardly. Now I understand that he
was simply trying to give me a taste of what it would be like to audition, but I
wasn't feeling it in that moment. Annoyed, I snapped at Vince when he began
talking again. “What did you say? You're talking too fast. My daddy told me not
to trust a person who talks too fast.”

Vince smirked. “You're a spunky one, aren’t you?” he said. After another beat,
he said what I wanted to hear. “Okay, you can do two monologues for me.” But,
he warned, “you better knock my socks off.”

A week later, there I was, standing in his office, reciting for my life. T came
prepared with a serious monologue and a funny one, and hit him hard with my
presentation, a scene from Down in the Delta. When 1 finished, I'd barely taken a
breath before Vince burst into a wide grin.

“I want you,” he said. “You were great. You were great, kid. T want you.”
[ got up the nerve to ask slyly, “So, did I knock your socks off?”

“Yes, you did,” Vince said. “That was amazing.” Then he let out a hearty laugh
as he reached down, unlaced his shoes, and gave me his socks. I still have his
oiive—green socks somewhere—eightecn years after he agreed to represent me.
Ours is a relationship built on trust, mutual admiration, and profound respect,
and by now we know each other as well as we know ourselves, meaning Vince
knows all the ways to turn my fast no into a slow yes. Which explains why he

kept shoving that Empir@ script in my face.

“I'm teiling you, you gotta read this one. Youlll knock this out of the
baiipark,” Vince insisted.

“I hate TV. No.”

Vince sent me the script anyway, and one night after a fuiiy busy day
working on the piay, I sat in my iiving room and picked it up, hoping that
reading it would beg oft my manager so that he could focus on something else—
anything else—instead of Cookie Lyon, the ioud—taiking matriarch of a record



label dynasty. I read the synopsis and sucked my teeth. Hip-hop? Please. Stupid,
corny as hell, 1 said to myself as I flipped through the script. Then I got to the
page when Cookie first gets out of prison. I was licking my pointer finger to flip
through the pages even faster when I got to the part where Cookie’s husband,
Lucious Lyon, tosses his young, effeminate son in the metal trash can, and I
really lost it when Cookie, fresh out of prison, visited her youngest son for the
first time, only to end the scene using a broom to beat the hell out of him for
calling her a bitch. “What?!” I screamed, alternately excited by the prospects but
also wary of its implications: What kind of image is this for black people? How
can anybody justify beaming a murdering, thieving, drug-dealing family into the
living rooms of a nation grappling with and floundering over race? What would
people think of me playing this violent, drug-dealing felon? Will the NAACP
come for my neck over this? Though I saw Cookie’s heart beating all over the

pages, I couldn’t see myself playing her.

[ called Vince on his cell. “I don’t want to do this,” T said. “I just don’t see the
value for me. I've done this before: she’s street, she’s hood. I don’t need to do this
again.”

“Taraji, just think about it,” Vince said. “Can you do that for me? Read it
again and think about it.”

I promised him I would, and a few days later, I did. As was the case the first
time, I was hooked, but instead of my brain judging the characters and
eaieuiating how they’d be received by the audience, my gut kicked in: T felt the
fear. It wasn’t about Cookie or how the television viewers would view her; it was
about how they and all the casting directors who'd kept me tucked in that “she’s
too edgy” box would see me. 1 simply did not want to go back to the bottom of
that pooi, where the Weight of stereotype, judgment, and typecasting could

dTOWH my Carccr. Drown me.

It is preeiseiy then that the courage, experience, and trust in myseif that my
ather ha ingraine in me empowered me to make the decision to kick fear in
father had d d ke the d kick f
the ass. The surest way to do that was to use all that I'd learned aiong my
journey as an actress to figure out how to breathe nuance into Cookie. |
understood her. But how would 1 get everyone else to get her, too?

[ decided that, like my father, like my mother, Cookie would be courageous. |
would build a baekstory for her so airtight, SO sympathetic, that viewers and
critics alike would see past her troubles and straight to her heart. Think about it:
in the real world, peopie will empathize with the coldest, most caicuiating



evildoer imaginable if he’s got a story to tell. A man could be up for the death
penalty for killing a dozen children, but if someone gets on the stand and
testifies to his backstory—he was raped as a child and tossed in the streets by his
no-good parents, in and out of group homes where he was bullied and tortured
by kids much worse than him—the jury might be more inclined to give him life
in prison instead of the needle. That’s how, I decided, I needed to handle
Cookie. I created a backstory rooted in courage and her love for her family. It
took both—courage and love—for her to deal drugs to make sure her children
were fed and the lights stayed on while she supported her husband’s dream of
becoming a rap star; it took both for her to go to prison for Lucious, rather than
have both of them locked up and their babies left out in the street. It is love and
courage, too, that makes her want to succeed in her epic battle to wrest control
of the family empire from her devious husband: she doesn’t want the business

for herself; she wants to leave it as a legacy for her sons.

Building that backstory for Cookie helped me really see her. It helped me see
me, too. Soon enough, I was tossing a middle finger to the notion that playing
Cookie would take me right back to that piace in my career when casting
directors were telling me no because T was too “edgy.” Bitch, please, check your
resume, 1 finally said to myself. Licerally, youve done it all except put on a cape, get
on a wire, and fly. You got this.

And T do. I'm not saying I'm invincible. I don’t walk around completely
feariessiy. Skiing, for exampie, looks amazing, but I have no intention of
Ciimbing into a ski suit, puiiing goggies over my eyes, and ﬂinging my body oft
the side of a mountain. That’s a fear I'm not interested in overcoming. Same
thing with skydiving: I will not be jumping out of anyone’s airplane and ﬂying
headfirst at 120 miles per hour toward the ground with nothing more than a
picce of fabric to kcep me from Crashing into the hard concrete. I'm scared of

rodents. And snakes. Don’t care for spidcrs too much, cither.

But when it comes to somcthing that stokes my passion, and to things that
mean something to me, [ tend not to lean on fear. Like my daddy said: fear is a

liar. I make a point ofcaiiing its bluff.



2
Authentic

I had a mass of thick, tight, kinky curls growing out of my head, and just the

thought of my mother pulling that huge, black comb with the wide teeth
through my tender tendrils would make me tear up. I couldn’t stand hair day.
Sundays would roll around and my mother would assemble her tools, her comb,
shampoo, towel, the blow dryer, and that big jar of Afro Sheen hair grease, and 1
would take off running and screaming as if Freddy Krueger’s razor fingers were
coming for my scalp. Every week, it felt as if a serial killer were pushing me
down on a plump pile of pillows atop a set of thick, yellow pages phone books,

using her knees like a vise to hold me still while she spent hours sh:mking my

head.

“Shut up all that noise, Taraji,” my mother would snap as I shrunk and
shrieked under the sharp edge of the comb’s tooth, which she used to part my
hair into tiny sections that, over the course of hours, she would braid into a mass
of fantastic cornrow creations. Snifﬂing, Id wipe the tears strcaking down my
cheeks and just sit there, praying to sweet baby Jesus in the manger, ]ehovah,
Buddha, Big Bird, and any other deity | thought could hear my cry to give me
the strcngth to make it through.

Seill, I'd always manage, as | choked back my tears, to give some kind of
direction on how I wanted my hair styled. As early as the first grade, I
commanded some agency over my crown and glory, even if it hurt like hell.
“Mommy,” rd Whimpcr, “can you make the braids SWOOp up and to the side so I
can wear them in a ponytail with the dark blue beads?” Mommy would oblige
the request, no doubt in part to quiet me down, but also because she was intent

on extending to me the autonomy I craved.



[ was the quirky kid—the one who always had that little extra flair about her.
[ wanted my hair to be styled a little differently from the rest, my cloches from a
store off the beaten path, my shoes a little shinier than the Buster Browns
everyone else was rocking—part of my eagerness, early on, to stand out from my
peers and be my own, unique, individual person. I'm grateful my mother
recognized this early on and agreed to entertain that particular desire of mine—
no doubt in part because as a single mother, she really didn’t have the time or
the inclination to fuss over which way I wore my hair or how many prints and
patterns I wore all at one time, though she insisted T be neat, presentable, and
respectable. “You're not gonna be out here embarrassing me,” she always vowed
as she smoothed out the wrinkles on my outfits, or chastised me for forgetting to
say “yes, ma'am” and “no, sir” when addressed by grown-ups. What's more, she
encouraged my unique style sense and, occasionally, even helped along my
peculiar fashion sensibilities. This was true even when I needed new clothes,
which we sometimes couldn’t afford to buy. It was nothing for my mother, an
amateur seamstress who always went to work with her clothes starched to
perfection, to whip up a new outfit for me and let me style it in an interesting,
fresh way. Countless times, she’d take me by the hand and lead me to the huge
file cabinets in our local department store, where there was a treasure of sewing
patterns waiting to be mined. I remember one pattern in particular practically

Caiiing my HI‘SK, mlddi@, and iast names from that metai dTQ,WCT.

“What about this one!” I exclaimed, shoving a small envelope with a picture
of the outfit I desired into her hand. It was giorious: a three—piece suit featuring
a vest with boxy shoulders and pants with decidediy less flare in the hem than
what everyone was wearing, pius a matching skirt that skimmed the knee. It
looked nothing like the iong, iacey, patchwork dresses 1 saw giris my age
wearing, or the painfuiiy corny puiiover sweaters and matching pants that were
n styie back then—the ones that had pictures of Winnie-the-Pooh and all the
other popuiar cartoon characters of the day spiayed across the most putrid
colors one could conjure up for children’s wear. No, this pattern that I'd picked
was a standout among standouts—a veritable star that I needed to shine brightiy

in both my closet and in my fourth—gradc class.

“You like that?” my mom asked, taking the cnveiope into her own hand and
hoiding it up to the iight. She nodded her approvai. “It is pretty. 1 have some
fabric at the house that’s just right for this.” She checked the price and, upon
determining the pattern met both her budget and approval, marched it to the
register, with me skipping behind her, a big, cheesy grin spread across my face as
I piotted when I would show off the outfit at school.



It took my mother only about a week to pull together the three pieces with
the material she had tucked in her sewing kit: a bundle of maroon, pink, and
white plaid jersey knit that she’d found on sale and tucked away months earlier.
Every night after work, she would arrive home from her job, prepare dinner,
check over my homework, and then hunch her body over the sewing machine.
The whir of the needle clicking against the metal of the Singer made her fingers
vibrate as she gently guided the material; I'd lie on the floor on my belly, my
hands cupping my face, fascinated by the slow, easy dance she did as her foot
pushed down on the pedal and she leaned in to the fabric.

Finally, one Monday, my outfit was ready for its school debut. My cornrows
were laid, the beads in them clacking. Mommy could throw down on that
sewing machine, please believe that; my ensemble fit perfectly, and I couldn’t
wait to show off her work. I looked good.

My mother was in the kitchen, fixing me one of her signature egg sandwiches
for breakfast when I rounded the corner out of my room and headed her way.
She caught sight of me strutting and beaming out of the corner of her eye, and
then turned her full body around to greet me with her warm hug. Her eyebrows,
furrowed, betrayed her uneasiness with my style choice. “Taraji, baby, Why you
got on the vest, the pants, and the skirt?”

Ignoring the concerned look on her face, T twirled around with my arms
swinging behind me, proud. “Isn’t it perfect?” I asked, giggling.

My mother gave herself a verbal pat on the back: “I did sew it up nice,” she

said. “But I didn’t mean for you to wear it all at the same time, baby.”

She didn’t stop me from going to school like that, though. [ wanted to wear
every piece at the same damn time, and my mother, ever the encourager, took
me by the hand and walked me into my fourth—grade class, kissed me good—bye,
and let me swag Cxactly like T wanted, scnding a clear, powerful message that if T
liked it, she loved it. I think she dug that her little girl had her own sense of style
—that the way | assembled my outfits and fashioned my hair was the easiest and

purest Cxpression ofrny own voice.

Being your own seif—having a voice—was critical in the hood. I came of age at
the dawn of the crack Cpidemic, when a cockrtail of societal ills—high crime
rates, poverty, drug and alcohol addiction, chronic joblessness, pick your poison
—left countless Washington, DC, folks in perii, 1iVing on the margins in some of
the most vulnerable and dangerous neighborhoods in America. Fighting your



way through the pain of that, gasping for air when you're buried to the top of
your head in lack with no sign of surplus, can leave you feeling some kind of
way. Sometimes helpless. A lot of times hopeless. Like no one gives a good hot
damn whether you suffocate to death or you breathe again. Still, even and
especially when you feel helpless, it’s your ability to be seen and heard that gives
you power where you feel like you have none. Even in the darkest places, you
exist. Walk through any street in the hood and you'll see what I'm talking about:
boys trotting down the sidewalks, their pants sagging defiantly low and their
beards and their attitudes thicker and thornier than a rosebush in full bloom;
girls with a mass of hot-pink, sea-blue, and fire-engine-red streaks in their hair,
nails long, sculpted, and covered in colorful, intricate designs waving animatedly
in the air as they get lost in chatter about the day’s happenings. Everything
about those kids screams, “I'm here, I'm feeling myself, and you're going to feel
me, t00.” The respect for that in-your-face style is grudging—it’s sometimes even
dismissed as tacky. But really, that one black kid doing that weird thing with his
pants or his hair is the very definition of trendsetting; the mainstream’s first
reaction to it is “What in the hell are you wearing?” Years later, it's cool as hell
on a Kardashian. Where I come from, we don’t need to wait for that validation.
As a community, we prize creativity, even and especially if the world we live in

isn't quick to reward it. In the hood, having a voice, then, is freedom.

It’s also a black thing. Let’s keep it real: coiiectively, we can be a loud, rowdy
bunch, particulariy and especiaiiy among ourselves. I know, this is a stereotype
unfairly but typicaily saddled on the backs of black peopie; being loud talkers,
1aughers, and jokestcrs, dressing ﬂamboyantly and saying exactly what’s on your
mind when it crosses your mind isn’t the sole province of people with brown
skin, and race doesn’t dictate volume. I've seen my fair share of white, Latino,
and Asian folk get loud, too. But get yoursclf around some black folk when our
guard is down and we're around people we care about and our love is filling the

spacc: AH thS arce Off We can bC some 1011(1’2155 pCOpiﬁ.

This was certainly true of my family. We were—and remain to this day—a
close-knit crew of trash-talkers: lovers of the put—down, quick with the verbal
jab rooted in honesty, love, and a hcap of foolcry. Whether it was a backyard
barbecue at my aunt’s house out in the suburbs, or my grandmothcr’s kitchen on
the eve of a big Thanksgiving famiiy dinner, or the living room couch in the
two-bedroom apartment my mother and 1 shared, my cousins, aunties,
grandmothers, parents, and most everyone else who shared our DNA and our
space would have all those within earshot in stitches.



[ lived for the annual family summer vacation in Ocean City precisely for this
reason. Every year, my facher’s parents would rent a house in this resort town on
the Maryland coast, pile my cousins and me in the back of their ride, and lead
the caravan of cars filled with family headed for a week on the beach. Deep into
the night, stomachs full with crab cakes and, for the grown-ups, a cocktail or
two, there would be fist-bumping and yelling and lots of handclapping to the
beat of every syllable in every word uttered, plenty of full-on belly laughs, and
furious head nodding, too. From moment to moment, the adults could be
alternately arguing and laughing about the efficacy of welfare, the beauty of The
Beach Boys” “Good Vibrations,” who could get off the coldest put-down in a
game of The Dozens, and who always underbid in a raucous game of Spades. No
matter the topic, no matter how heated the conversation got, we'd all end the
night spent but richer for the experienee—bappy, with just enougb salve to keep

our souls right for whatever was to come when we got back home.

Of course, sour language was mixed in; it accentuated the emotion of
whatever was being expressed. Like anger (“that bitch had the nerve to look at
me like I was in the wrong”), surprise (“what the fuck?”), fruscration (“that shit
got on my last nerve”), and joy (“you hear how she sang that muchafuckin’
note?”). Sometimes, these words just made the joke sound better, or elevated the
social commentary. Of course, we kids weren't allowed to say those words, but
no one thought twice about saying them in front of us. And I learned from
exampie in which social setrings it was okay to curse: in front of famiiy and
friends, it was cool, but if mixed company was involved, or if we were in a

business setting, offensive ianguage mostiy got tucked away.

The one who made himself an exception to that rule? My dad. He was
partieuiariy fond of the word “nigga.” He called everybody that word. It was his
thing—a term of endearment for those he loved and liked, an exclamation point
for the ignorant people who tap-danced on his last good nerve, a pronoun that
perfeetiy described pretty much anybody who crossed his path. I was “lil’ nigga.”
His siblings, my mother, my teachers—all niggas. He even called an old white
lady “nigga” to her face when she tried to cut him at the grocery store register.
“Nigga, you see us standing here on this line, right?” Dad was the king of “no
filcer,” and everybody just rolled with it.

Well, most everybody. [ was about age twelve when I learned some serious
and much-needed social cues about how my father expressed himself in pubiic
secrings and the appropriateness of it all. This was around the time that my
father, on the mend from being out of work as a metal fabricator, ended up



cleaning toilets at the football stadium—the only job he could find. He didn't
apologize for that or make excuses; he just took himself to work, collected his
check, saved up for a new place so he could move out of his green van, and made
the best of his situation, turning all the ugliness that came with his homelessness
into something beautiful just for me. My best memories from Dad’s job at the
stadium were when he'd get tickets and take me to the games. One game 1
particularly remember. It was the Cowboys versus the Redskins, the ultimate
rivalry. I had on a snowsuit because it was the dead of winter, and I was carrying
a sign my dad made for me that he encouraged me to wave to cheer on our
beloved home team. T see now how inappropriate it was, a cowboy hat resting on
cowboy boots, minus the body that was supposed to be wearing them, and
emblazoned on the poster board were these words: THE REDSKINS ARE GOING TO
KICK THE SHIT OUT OF THE COWBOYS! I thought our sign was so funny, and it was
especially cool that my dad let me march all around the stadium holding it high
above my head. I didn’t realize it was inappropriate until a fellow fan, some
older lady with a prune face and a sour demeanor, turned eight shades of red
and literally sucked in her breath loud enough for two stadium rows to hear it

above the din of the cheering crowd. “Oh my goodness!” she gasped.

For a brief moment, I lowered that crazy sign, thinking, man, maybe it isn’t
cool for a twelve-year-old to be carrying a sign with expletives on it. But one
look at my dad and I stood firm in my truth: the shit was ﬁmny. [ waved it like a
flag for the rest of the game.

Sometimes, though, my father’s candor didn’c always feel good or right. My
dad had a spccial knack for digging in the softest spots, and when he did, his
tongue left marks. I still wince when I think about that one time when he
chastised me in public for having dirty hair. By then, I had wrested full control
over my hair styling; my mother put a relaxer in it fairly early on to help case the
dctangling process (less pain for me, less work for her), but then handed the job
over to me complctely when I was about ten years old and fully Capable of
coaxing my hair into the popular hairstyles of the day. I was Washing, blow
drying, and pulling my mane into ponytails, yes, but also the little girl version of
the Farrah Fawcett, the mushroom, the asymmctrical bobs a la Salt—n—Pcpa (you
name it, I did it). Eventually [ got so nice with the Curling irons that [ graduated
to styling my friends’ hair, too—a skill that I would later put to work while in
college to make some serious cash doing the 'dos of my fellow classmates who
couldn’t afford to hit up the professional salon but still wanted their hair styled.



Back when I was doing my own hair in elementary school, I discovered fairly
quickly what every black girl knows to be true: the more time between the times
I shampooed it, the better the curl would hold. Thick, kinky hair, even in its
relaxed state, thrives on the oily buildup that comes when it’s not wet, and my
hair was no exception, so I'd go two weeks sometimes without washing it. Most
times, this wouldn’t be that big of a deal. But when it was hot and that
Washington, DC, humidity got hold to my head, I did tend to sweat, which
would make unwashed hair, full of styling gel, grease, and a bunch of other
products, smell a little ripe. A stinky head was not what you wanted around my
dad, he of no filters, he who didn’t give a damn about hurt feelings. We were on
a hot, crowded city bus one day, headed for my school, when my father, who
rode with me that day as a treat, humiliated me for having hair that, while
curled to perfection, was ripe from having gone almost three weeks without
seeing water and shampoo. I was snuggled in his armpit, enjoying the feel of his
strong arm around my shoulder, when, his face scrunched, my facher sniffed my
scalp, put me in a chokehold, and let it whirl: “Why does your scalp smell like
goat ass?”

Goat ass.

You have to understand the devastation of having your daddy call you out on
a crowded public bus, in the middle of Washington, DC, on a school route
through the projects. We were sitting in the back, and my father’s voice, loud as
if he had a megaphone in hand, filled cvery empty space between the iaughter
and noisy chatter among all the Biiiy Badasses riding to school with us. He said
it so loud, I was sure even folks in the two, three cars ahead of the bus heard
him. A hush fell over cvery tongue, all those bubble heads turned, wide cyes
searching for the person behind the insult and espcciaiiy for the rarget of said
siight. [ shrunk down as low as I could in that seat, but I couldn’t escape the
judgment and ridicule from my peers. Everybody was iaughing so hard, T was
mortified. I tell you this, though: I learned never to go a week without Washing

my hair.

My dad didn’c let anything slide; he would call anyone on their bullshit—kid,
spouse, friend, foe, it didn’t matter. I didn’t aiways appreciate my father’s voice,
but I learned some valuable lessons from him about the importance of speaking
my mind, no matter the consequence. If Boris Henson thought you were wrong,
he'd cell you about yourseif, straight talk, no chaser. That was my father: so real
and raw, inappropriate and honest. Isn’t that how it should be? Wouldn’t you



want the people you're dealing with to come from that place? So many people
are afraid to live in that space. My facher wasn’t, though. From that, I learned to
never, ever apologize for who I am—to never apologize for my journey. God gave
it to me because He knew I could handle it. So much of what I learned from
him, I apply to my profession.

My dad is the very essence of my Empire character, Cookie Lyon, the drug-
selling, truth-telling, time-doing matriarch. Some of my best lines are ad libs
drawn directly from the crazy things my facher used to say. Give it up to Dad for
that classic Cookie commentary about modern-day beauty in Empire season one:
“You know I was never into wearing all them damn weaves,” Cookie snaps.

“Girls walking around with their scalps smelling like goat ass.”

Beyond the direct quotes, Cookie is like my father in that she is the walking,
breathing truth who blurts it out without so much as a fast blink, no matter how
embarrassing that truth may be for the human on the receiving end of it. There’s
a childlike innocence in that. Though the rest of us are trained to stop, think,
and manipulate our answers when someone asks a question, Cookie refuses to do
such a thing, precisely because of the journey she’s taken. She’s not just some
loudmouth ghetto girl who served time and then came up on some cash; she’s so
much more complex than that. Cookie’s survived seventeen years in a cage and
she managed to get on the other side of that prison cell with her soul intact. The
system couldn’t break her. That's the superwoman power that she has: a voice
that matches those gregarious outfits she wears. That is the superman power my
father employed when, after losing his home and living out on the streets, he got
himself together, found himself a job, and slowly rebuilt his life, finding God, a
wife, and second daughter, a new home, and even a studio in which to practice
his beloved metalworking. Nothing—no circumstance, no pitfall, no setback—
could stop him from acknowledging his struggle and lifting his voice to let
everyone know he was always the baddest man in the room, no matter the

setback l’1€ was processing.

[ come by my frankness honestly. I'm an extrovert by nature, and I have no
problem being unapologetieally bold, loud, foolish, and funny, and saying
exaetly what’s on my mind. I can think of only one stretch of time in my forty~
five years when I shrunk around others: when I was in high school. Chalk that up
to a bit of timidity around the fellas (and a smidge of developmentally
appropriate adolescent angst). When it came to relationships with the opposite
sex, I hid. Literally. Under oversized sweatshirts and long skirts that flowed
down to my ankles. I didn’c want anyone—especially guys—rto call attention to



how bony and flac chested I was. I weighed one hundred pounds sopping wet,
and I looked even thinner than that when I was standing next to my best friend,
Tracie (who remains my best friend to this day). Hershey’s Special Dark
chocolate with an hourglass shape that brought all the boys to the yard, Tracie
had the perfect breasts and a round ass. There I was with my lictle flat chest and
a little onion hiding in the folds of all that material T used to wear. The guys
were always hot on her; they liked my personality and they thought I was cute,
but that was about it. At least that's what I told myself as I cocooned like a
caterpillar beneath those baggy outfits. I'm sure now, with the vision and
wisdom of a grown woman, that it wasn’t so much my skinny frame that kept
guys away as it was the energy I was giving off. My lack of confidence when it
came to attracting guys made me unapproachable, and so they didn’t bother to
step to me.

But even as I hid my body, I wasn’t afraid to be me. Whether it was singing a
song the loudest, making the most noise in a pom-pom girl competition cheer,
or climbing into an ROTC uniform in junior high so that I could show out as
part of the drill competition team, I never had a problem looking someone dead
in the eye while I gave one thousand. Being “the realest” has its consequences,
though. It’s one thing for me to pepper magazine interviews with a few curses or
talk candidly about my romantic life and the fears I have raising an African
American son in front of a roomful of entertainment journalists or on Facebook.
It's another thing when standing true affects your work or determines the roles
you will even be allowed to audition for. My Washington, DC, accent,
colloquialisms, and straight talk, both on-screen and off, have cost me a few
roles because casting directors simpiy couldn’t visualize me in the role of the
characters I lobbied to portray. I've always been different from Nia Long, Sanaa
Lathan, and Gabrielle Union, the actresses who've been the stars of some of the
biggcst black film classics, like Boyzn the Hood, Love & Basketball, Love Jones, and
The Best Man. T am the sharp, jagged corner to their sleck, smooth lines—always
have been, even before I accepted and starred in the role of Yvette, the
Wisecracking, volatile, thumb—sucking baby mama to the irresponsible hood boy,

Jody, in Baby Boy.

Every audition would yieid notes from casting directors who would write
repeatcdiy, “She’s too street,” and “She’s too edgy,” even when I would turn
myseif inside out to puii offmy goofiest, out-of-character best. Once, | ﬂopped,
iiteraliy, during an audition for a romantic comedy flick T wanted desperateiy to
land. The script was hystericai; [ read it and said to myseif, Oh my God, I would
kill this. The scene called for the character to scrape oft barnacles from the



bottom of a boat, so I ditched my street clothes and showed up to the audition
drenched in props: I had flippers on my feet, goggles, a snorkel mask. I jumped
feetfirst into that role, figuratively and literally—enough so that the casting
directors were able to see my character, rather than me. I got a callback, too, but
there was a special request in the notes: leave the props at home. “Too
distracting,” they said. When I showed up for the second audition, however, the
casting directors, it seemed, were distracted by me. Scribbled in the second
round of audition notes were the words with which they would reject me for the
role: “She’s too edgy.”

That word again.

That's who I became in their eyes—that street girl who talks with that DC
twang and is a little loud and “edgy.” That’s code for “black girl from the hood.”
For the longest time, Hollywood used my real-life persona to lock me in the
proverbial box. All T kept getting from the industry, the profession I adore and
in which T've trained, were scripts for baby mamas and ghetto girls. That was
true even of films with majority black casts, which sought to appeal to a broader
cross section of moviegoers. Eleven years after my first big role in Baby Boy, Will
Packer of Think Like a Man, the hit feature film based on Steve Harvey’s New
York Times bestselling book Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man, initially lobbied
hard for me to play Candace, the sing]e mom in love with a mama’s boy. When I
refused her, they came back and asked me to play Meagan Good’s character,
Mya, a sexy siren who struggles to forgo sieeping with her love interest for

ninety days.

“I want to play Lauren,” [ insisted. She was the pretty, upscale, savvy woman
who let her 1aundry list of expectations for her significant other—he had to be
rich, degrecd, ina powerfui position, handsome, and this close to perfect—get n
the way of love with a struggling chef trying to scare up the money he needed to
start his own restaurant. Basically, Lauren was as far away from Yvette as any

role could get.
“We're thinking we want a white woman for that role,” Will told me
candidiy.

“Why, in an all-black movie, would you make the most successful character a
white woman?” I demanded. “You mean to tell me in this circle of friends, the

oniy very successful person would be a white woman?”

“That’s the direction were going in,” Will reasoned. “We think it would be
the best route for a diverse cast.”



“You know what? Don’t call me until you offer me Lauren. I'm not interested
in anything else.”

I was able to pull that card because I had the pedigree to back it up. But I
spoke my mind because my father taught me that there is power in speaking
truth to power. That I had to do this, and sometimes still do, speaks volumes
about Hollywood. After all, I'm a trained character actress. With the right
dialect coach, I can give you a London accent, I can give you Becky the Valley
Girl all day long. I can pull it back and get corporate when I need to, too. But
checks are usually attached to that. T have to get paid to be that person. That is
not who I am. Catch me at the grocery store, in the park, at a get-together with
my friends, or on my Instagram account, where | dialogue with my 10ya1 fans,
and my authentic self will come out. I haven’t changed much. I'm still so much
like the girl T was in elementary school: confident and connected to my own

voice. I can only be Taraji.



Drama

Every summer when the sun climbed high, when the blue and hot pinks crept

into the mop-head flowers on the hydrangea bushes and the cicadas sang their
songs, my mother, her fingers worn to the bone from scracching up the cash and
the mental wherewithal she needed to feed, educate, prortect, and discipline a
kid on her own, would send me down to Scotland Neck, the tiny North Carolina
town where her parents raised her and her sibiings decades earlier, before they
made the journey, one by one, from the Deep South up to my Aunt Janie’s house
in DC in search of a new life, joios7 and refuge from the drag and degradation of
Jim Crow. In the small three-bedroom house, my grandparents, former
sharecroppers, lived a simpie7 country life, and for six weeks out of the year, |
would settle in with them, doing what little city kids do in rural towns where
the iiVing is casy and the existence is pure: try my best to keep myseif from dying

Of Compiete Ell’ld utcer boredom.

[ would ride in the front seat of my mother’s car, kicking and screaming the
entire four-hour drive down I-95. Every year, the conversation would be the
same. “But all Grandma and Pop Pop do is watch soap operas all day,” rd say,
trying to reason with my mother, hoping that my pleas would compel her to
turn the car around and head back north. Alas, my fits never worked. My

mother would keep right on driving to Grandma’s house.

[ didn’t understand it as a child, but once I had a baby of my own to raise
without the heip of his father, I understood Why my mother would be so relieved
when she droppcd me off at her parents’ house and sped back down the highway:
she was about to geta much-needed break from the unreienting exhaustion and
madness of’ doing it alone. The relief of knowing that while she worked her child
was in good hands and safe in her parents’ house rather than sitting alone in an

apartment in southeast DC, without grown-up supervision or protection, was



everything to my mom. She missed me, of course. But for that part of the year, at
least, my mom’s mind was free and clear.

Honestly, so was mine. It was in the fields of my grandparents’ land, after all,
that I found my imagination. There was no PlayStation or Xbox, no Netflix or
iPad or any of the other easy distractions today’s kids lean on for entertainment.
Back then, you had to find your fun, and T was damn good at that. In my hands,
a long, pointy stick would turn into an explorer’s staff, perfect for pushing back
wildflowers and brush in search of worms and ladybugs; a huge rock would be a
dinosaur’s toe, stomping through the land in search of pterodactyl eggs to serve
at Sunday brunch for my best imaginary girlfriends. I especially loved when dusk
fell over the sky; I'd push away from the dinner table, rush out the front door,
and fly down the porch steps, chasing after the magical lights bouncing on the
booties of the fireflies. I loved how they tickled my palms when T cupped them
in my hands; I'd whisper a quick “sorry” to every one of them before I'd squeeze
them between my fingers, carefully removing the fluorescent yellow kernel of
jelly and adding it to the “diamond” ring and bracelet I'd fashion for whatever
evening festivities I'd conjured in my mind. I complained about being cooped up
in my grandparents’ house with no one but my baby cousins to play with, but
quietiy [ had me a good time.

[t was in a tiny pink room there where I found my greatest joy—where I
found my desire for stardom. That was my Aunt Glenda’s old bedroom. She was
1ong gone from there, but her childhood sleeping quarters remained the same—
down to the framed picture of Isaac Hayes in his “Black Moses” getup, the one in
which he’s rocking some badass dark shades and his bald head is draped in the
hood of a 1ong, striped robe—as if frozen in time before she moved out on her
own. I'd stare at that picture while I fiddled with the small portabie radio sitting
next to it; if [ turned che dial just so, I could pick up a faint signai from the R&B
radio station in Raieigh. If one of my songs was on, I'd crank up that music and
tuck myscif right in front of the ﬂoor—iength mirror hanging on the back of the
bedroom door, singing into my makeshift microphone fashioned from roiied—up
picces of construction paper, and gyrating my hips as if [ were center stage on
Soul Train. I would get lost in the music, imagining that the little giri smiling
and singing hard and staring back at me with those great big ol cyes was famous,
like Diana Ross, Goldie Hawn, or Lucille Ball. Some days, the hypnotic puii of

my own fantasy was so strong that nothing else in the world existed, not time,



not space, not fireflies or Grandma or even my mother and the friends I was
missing back home.

Falling into my dramatic trances had its setbacks, though, and it sometimes
got me into big trouble, as was the case on one particular afternoon when I ook
a break from watching my little cousins Tamera and Cliff to dance in that
mirror. My grandmother was in the kitchen, no doubt getting a solid lunch
ready for her grandchildren, and I, the oldest of the bunch at age eight, was
supposed to be babysitting Cliff, who was about four, and Tamera, who, at
almost two, was still in diapers, just learning how to walk and prone to getting
into things. I needed to take a little break from watching them, though, because
Teena Marie’s funk hit “Square Biz” was blasting on that tinny radio, and 1
wanted to put on my show in the long mirror. “I'm talkin’ square biz to ya,
babaaaay,” 1 sang out from the depths of my gut, completely unaware of the
drama that was unfolding just behind me: Tamera getting out of pocket with a
jar of burgundy nail polish. T didn’t catch on until my grandmother rushed in

the room and popped me square on my ass.

“I told you to watch these children, Taraji!” she yelled, wrestling the nail
polish from Tamera’s hands. “You so busy in here twisting in that mirror you

didn’t even see your cousin painting all over my floor!”

Startled by the hit and the screaming, I spun around, and was shocked by
what I saw. That nail poiish was everywhere—ai] on the floor, the walls, in the
baby’s mouth and her hair. T think you can still see a swoosh or two of that
burgundy poiish in the wood grain on the floor. I was mortified, having been
called out for failing down on my duties. For the rest of the day7 [ fele absoiutely
horrible and was miidiy terrified that something awful would happen to my
baby cousin because she drank some of the polish. “I'm sorry, Grandma,” was all
[ could muster. My head was hanging so low. That didn’t stop me, however, from
singing in that mirror. Best believe I was back at it the next day, this time with

one CyC on my moves, ti’lC other on my cousins.

A few years later, at around age twelve, T would be standing in that mirror
again, this time mimicking my idol, Debbie Allen. In my adolescent world, the
cast of Fame, the hit 1980 movie about the students and facuity at 2 New York
City pcrforming arts high school, were gods. Leroy, Coco, Bruno—I loved them
all. When they later adapted the movie into a television series, every week, 1
would show them my devotion by parking myseif in front of the television and
clinging to every word they said, every note they sang, every dance move they
made, all the drama that defined their big lives at their school. But it was Debbie



Allen—she portrayed the dance teacher, Lydia Grant—who, for me, stole the
movie with one scene, proving that there is no such thing as a small role. So
naturally, when she was on television every week, I'd rush and finish up my
homework and any other chores my mother laid out for me so that I could be
front and center when the opening sequence flashed across the screen, and then
I'd stand there transfixed, waiting to see Debbie with that huge stick in her
hand, stalking menacingly around her dance students, sneering her warning in
her young charges’ faces. Mesmerized, I'd say the lines right along with her: “You
want fame? Well fame costs! And right here is where you start paying—in

sweat!”

You better believe I wore out that mirror at my grandmother’s house that
summer, walking in circles with an imaginary stick in my hand, repeating the
line with that same signature snarl. (Years later, in a season-two episode of
Empire, I would pay homage to Debbie by channeling that moment in a scene in
which I used a similar stick and attitude to gather together a three-member
singing group looking to make a splash on Cookie’s burgeoning record label; 1
hope I inspired some acting hopefuls in the same way that Debbie inspired me.)
Unlike my favorite actress at the time, I wasn’t saying that line to a bunch of
impressionable kids when T was leaning into that mirror as a child; T was
inhaling the sentiment for my own inspiration, because by then, I'd caught the
acting bug so thoroughly, so completely, that I could not envision myself doing
anything else but what my favorite actresses of the time were doing: making the
masses laugh, relate, feel something. Entertainers like Carol Burnett and Lucille
Ball teleported themselves into my liVing room every week, pulling out the most
ludicrous actions and wittiest words to make me remember them. To want to be
them. I can still feel the workout my abdomen got from the roaring belly laughs
Lucille coaxed out of me with that I Love Lucy episode in which, at the start of
her job at the candy factory, she stuffs her cheeks with chocolate in a desperate
attempt to keep up with the conveyor belt of confections whizzing hy her.
Similarly, [ can’t shake the look of disgust on Lucy’s face in the episode in which
she rolls up her pant legs, steps into a barrel of grapes, and feels the fruit
squishing between her toes. Watching Carol Burnett try desperately to smother
her laughter in the middle of a funny scene in her variety show gave me an

aspiration: to get lost in pretending to be someone else.

This was a skill chat I began to hone in an acting class at the Kennedy Center,
right around the time Debbie Allen was on the big and small screen, turning me
out. My father’s older sister, Norma, and my godmother, Brenda, paid for me to
go to this particular weekend arcs program—in part because they knew I was



interested in becoming a performer, but also because my mother had to work
weekends and needed a safe place to send me to while she put in her hours. It
took a village to get me up on that stage, but only seconds for me to fall in love
with everything about being there: the collaboration with my fellow students;
the encouragement from the instructors; the excitement of creating stories,
memorizing the lines, blocking our places on the sets we created; the smell of
and the bigness of the room. I especially craved the actention I got—the applause
extended to me when our performances were over. I'd look up and see my entire
family, all the way in the back of the room, hooting and hollering my name as I
took my bows. They were the perfect audience—egging me on and making me
believe that being an actress was really possible. My father was my biggest
cheerleader. He would say to me consistently and loudly, like a corner man
hyping up a prizefighter in the heat of the ninth round, “Taraji, you already got
the glory. You've already collected your Oscar. Right now youre just going
through the motions. Stay on your path. You're the greatest actor alive. That’s
how you walk. Walk in that.”

[ recognize now how important this was to my development as an actress,
even at that tender age. After all, the natural inclination of adults is to devalue
the dreams of kids who express an interest in pursuing the arts. Let a kid show
any kind of special aptitude for math or science, and the world will move
mountains to put him in programs that stimulate his gift. The same goes for
children who exXpress even a remote interest in subjects society thinks will lead
them toward careers we all tend to consider exceptionai: doctor, iawyer,
professor, engineer, or if it’s the arts, a classical musician and the like. Hardiy
anyone ever encourages the child who can’t sit still, or who runs her mouth a
little too much or who lets her imagination soar, to do what is perfectiy natural
and right to her: consider acting, singing, dancing, or otherwise making a iiVing
pcrforming. Even celebrities turn their kids away from the business, though they
know firsthand the ins and outs of the trade and could heip navigate their
children’s experience. | get it: the road to Hoiiywood is littered with the bodies
of child stars who couldn’t handle the success, moncy, and fame, pcopic who had
quite a time of making the hard transition from child darling to functioning
adult. But it seems such a wasted opportunity, so incredibiy unjust to steer a kid

away from what makes his heart sing.

[ thank God that when T was staring at that door to Hoiiywood, my father
and, by extension, my famiiy and some key piayers in my adolescent and teen
years told me I could walk through it if I wanted; in some cases, they even
jimmied the door open for me when I thought for sure that I couldn’t break the



locks. T recognize the importance and especially the beauty in their telling me
“You can.” This wasn’t something anyone told kids from around my way. For all
too many, saying you wanted to be an actress was about as realistic as saying you
wanted to go to the NBA, or that you were going to run a Fortune 500 company
or be president of the United States. It was a pipe dream. Everyone was too busy
hustling to be dreaming, or too scared of what lay outside their zip code to
imagine ever having anything more than a stable government job and a couple
dollars for the go-go clubs. I was surrounded by friends whose families had to
hustle to try to make ends meet in their houscholds, where fathers were absent
and mothers were on public assistance, barely feeding the family and hardly
scraping by. Jobs were scant, and what was available, mostly, was minimum
wage—nothing that could sustain domestic stability, much less support dreams
that were bigger than southeast DC. I don’t judge the mentality; I understand it
and respect that my peers were trying to make a way out of no way in a system
that was set up to see them fall hard and fail miserably. Nothing made this more
apparent than my junior high school, the Friendship Educational Center.

Friendship was a school like no other I'd ever been to before. Up until then, I'd
gone to a Catholic school where the education was fine, I guess, but the nuns
believed in beating ass. One in particular, Sister Theresa with the short hair, big
butt, and habit of taiking through clenched teeth, was aiways beating my hands
and smacking my butt with rulers and spoons and her bare hands for the
smallest of infractions: taiking out of turn, moving too slow, breathing. [ learned
the hard way how to be more restrained. Then, after my mom ran out ofmoney
for tuition, I got sent to a halfway decent public elementary school. More
ehanges followed when I was old enough for junior high. Traeking down a
decent school that was edueationaiiy superior and safe took a backseat to my
mom’s need to have a daughter who was reasonabiy self=sufficient. By the time [
was headed to the seventh grade, Mom, who was toiiing hard as a manager at a
local department store, Woodward & Lothrop, was depending on me to be able
to wake myself up in the morning, get dressed, eat my breakfast, and hustle to
school before the first bell rang—on my own. The school she enrolled me in was
Friendship Educational Center, a junior high iiteraiiy across the street from our

apartment buiiding.

Hours before my first day there, my mother helped me iay out my clothes,
fixed me my favorite breakfast—I lived for her scrambled egg sandwiches—and
handed me a key to the apartment. It was official: at age thirteen, I joined the



ranks of the neighborhood latchkey kids. We were the children of working
parents, who made very clear that the house key came with very specific
responsibilities and rules: we had to go straight home after school, lock the door
behind us, refrain from bringing over company, and stay put until a responsible
adult got home or risk getting our behinds beat and everybody else who wasn’t
supposed to be in the house unsupervised in major trouble. My mother was
strict like that; she didn’t play, and T quickly learned to make a habit of doing

exactly as she said.

I was well prepared for the responsibility that came with taking care of
myself in my mother’s absence, but I did get into some trouble along the way.
I'm still embarrassed by that one time when I did have some friends over while
my mom was at work and we called a couple of those 1-900 sex hotline numbers
we saw in some late-night commercials. T didn’t know calling those numbers
would run up the phone bill; the lady in the ad said the calls were free. Free.
What did T know? I was in junior high and trying to impress my friends. We
were curious enough about sex at that age to wonder what we'd find on the
other side of the line, and we thought calling the number and listening to the
women talk dirty in the phone would be fun and funny—nothing more, nothing
less. Tt was, too, until that phone bill came the next month. Four hundred dollars
—that was the damage. The look in my mother’s eyes when she waved the papers
in my face, yelling and screaming and demanding to know what I was thinking,
tore my heart to shreds. I knew she was a struggling single mother liVing
paycheck to paycheck, and my thoughtlessness made her cry. I can still hear che
disappointrnent in her voice: “How dare you be so careless? Like, really, how
could you do this to me?” she asked. She called the parents of every kid who had
been on the phone with me and dimed them to their folks, too. It took quite

some time to live that down with them and with my mother.

Ultimately, being home alone wasn’t my biggest problem. Friendship was.
This school was ghetto; once you walked through the big metal front doors, you
could praetieally feel the hate and broken dreams. We kids sat in this big, brown
building with square bulletproof windows so itty—bitty no one could see out of
them, in classrooms designed like office cubicles. The classrooms had no doors,

paper—thin carpet, and literally no walls.

My first day there, I didn’t know what to make of either how the school was
situated or the wild students that inhabited its space. The kids made quiek work
of making me, the new girl, feel like I didn’c belong. I deserved some of that.
After all, within seconds of my arrival, I'd already broken one of the codes: I



went to the first day of school dressed up in a new outfic. I had worn floral
culottes and a ruffle shirc thac strecched up my neck, with a bowtie that
matched the print in my pants, plus loafers with shiny pennies tucked in the
slots across the top of the shoes. Apparently, I'd missed the memo that said,
“Don’t be pressed to wear new clothes on day one.” More, with my hair curly and
pushed to one side of my head, I looked like Laura Ingalls from Little House on
the Prairie—like an Amish girl who'd just been let out into the world for the first
time. My teacher made it that much worse when she made me stand up in front
of everybody and introduce myself. “Hi, um, I'm Taraji,” I said, nervously
fiddling with my bow tie while everybody in the classroom laughed. By the time
I slid back into my seat, I was wishing the floor would open up and swallow me
and my desk whole. But a quick wave from a girl who'd turned around in her
seat to give me a knowing look—one that said, “It’s going to be all right and we
should totally be friends"—quickly made things better. “I'm Tracie,” she

mouthed, her introduction coaxing a quick smile from my lips.

From that moment on, it was Tracie and me in Friendship, the worst school
ever. Looking back on my time at Friendship now, as a grown woman who put
her child through a patchwork of private schools that she handpicked based on
how they fit her son’s learning sty]e, I can honestly say, “Whoa, that shit was
kinda fucked-up.” They didn’t care about us kids. It was as if they were setting us
up to fail. All too many of the teachers were giving a halfhearted effort, the
curriculum was substandard, there was no money for books and supplies, noise
from the classes spiiled over into each other because of the ridiculous design7
and no one could get a handle on the student body, halt of whom came from
homes where crack cocaine had devastated their families. These kids had issues:
parents who were addicts, siblings who, eaught up in the drug game, were cither
experiencing or committing violence or being sent to prison for dealing. They
were exhausted on both a physieal and mental level. Kids were coming to school
hungry, confused, angry. Shit was real for them. And they brought all of that to
the makeshift classrooms at our school. Honestly, 1ooking back, it resembled
juvie hall. Thank goodness I never experieneed that for real, but this seemed

close to it.

Tracie and [ survived it, though, because we were different—we had mothers
who held down jobs and worked tirelessly to keep the madness of DC’s crack
epidemic from crossing our thresholds, and Tracie was lueky, too, to have her
father at home. Stability at home translated into the two of us excelling in class
(I even made the honor roll), diving headfirst into extracurricular activities like

the pom-pom team (Tracie and [ were cocaptains), and being noticed by the few



teachers who cared about us kids—teachers who could identify and nurcture our
passions. It also opened the door for both Tracie and me to pursue our passion
for acting, even in a school that fell far short in programming that appealed to
that particular desire. One teacher in particular, Mrs. Hawkins, saw enough
good in Tracie and me that she recruited us to star in a junior high performance
of Macbeth as part of a competition in a local Shakespeare festival. We played the
witches and so thoroughly slayed our performances that we won an award for it
—a huge deal considering our school wasn’t known for its dramatic pursuits.
The recognition, and Mrs. Hawkins’s belief in us, only pushed Tracie and me to
hunt for more opportunities to show off and show out. One summer, I even put
all that dancing I'd done in front of the mirror back at my grandmother’s house
in North Carolina to good use: Tracie and I performed DeBarge’s hit single “I
Like It” in the school fashion show, and T hit that high note El DeBarge rides the
song out on like there was nobody else watching—like the world consisted of
only me, the stage, and that microphone. We killed it, and we were thirsty for

more.

So good were our grades and our extracurricular aeeomplishments that by
the end of eighth gmde, both Tracie and I were invited to the math and science
program for advanced students, a curriculum that would take us out of that
godawful junior high school and p]aee usin a specialized series of courses at our
local high school. It turns out, though, I wasn’t ready for the transition. Maybe I
Wwas 00 young to be around all those high school students, or perhaps it was
simply developmentally appropriate for me to act the donkey at that age, but
when 1 got to Ballou High School, T was the good girl gone bad. T laid all my
nerdy ways to the Wayside, dumbed myself down, stepped away from acting, and
quiekly established myself as the class clown. I was still creative, but now it was
in much more distracting, destructive ways, which helped me fit in with the rest
of the student body at Ballou, a school in which a creative child like me did not
belong. One teacher, Mrs. Esther, kept me from going oft the deep end. She
could have easily failed me in her English class, but instead, she'd 1augh at my
disruptive ways and embrace all my drama. Even when my mother sat in front of
her in those little chairs for the parent—teaeher conferences, Mrs. Esther had my
back. That first meeting, I was sitting Wide~eyed and nervous next to my
mother, imagining all the terrible, painful ways she would put me in my grave
for all the trouble I caused in English, when Mrs. Esther made clear she wasn’t
interested in diming me. Rather than talk bad about me or tell the exact truth,
she protected me. “You know,” she said, slow]y, shifting her cyes in my direction
then back at my mom, “she’s a talkative child. She talks a lot.” What she should



have been saying was, “Look, your daughter is bad as shit. She comes to class late
and when she gets here, she’s disruptive. She stands up and she blows her nose
like a go-go band trumpet, and when I lock her out, she tries to heave-ho her
way through the door. By the time she’s finished acting the clown, twenty solid

minutes of instruction are wasted.”

She let me get away with that kind of behavior because she knew it came not
from dire circumstances at home, but a lack of a creative outlet for my crue
passion. Rather than turn me in, she tried to turn me back on to acting,
suggesting that Tracie and I compete in the local Hal Jackson’s Talented Teens
competition, a popular pageant for girls that focused not only on beauty and
comportment, but also, and most significantly, talent. T jumped at the
opportunity, if only for the chance to stand up in front of an audience and show

oft my skills.

For weeks, Tracie and I worked on our monologues—dramatic scenes we created
on our own and rchearsed together after school. T settled on a story about a
young girl struggling with her identity: my main character was unpopular,
unattractive, sexually abused, hated l)y her mother, ridiculed loy her peers—a
tragic, not—so—sophisticated precursor to Precious, the character created loy
Sapphire and brought to life in the Lee Daniels 2009 drama starring Gabourey
Sidibe as a Harlem teen mom of two who, after escaping horrific incest and
abuse at the hands of her parents, winds up HIV positive. All the other
contestants went on that stage tap—dancing or playing their flutes and singing
their happy songs, but I was going for drama. I wanted my monologue to be so
moving and fierce and memorable that when I finished performing it, Hal
Jackson himself would take me loy my hand and introduce me around

Hollywood as the next Oscar—winning star.

My biggest supporter was, of course, my dad. Though he was only just getting
back on his own feet after scoring a modest—paying government gig, he found
the time to drive me back and forth to rehearsals and even took me to buy my
dress, a lovcly, pastcl—colorcd number we both agrecd would make me stand out
among the other contestants. “Oh my God, this is the sweetest thing ever!” the
salesgirls exclaimed when my daddy walked through that storefront holding my
hand, talking about “My haloy’s going to be in a pageant. Make her look pretty.”

The night of the pageant, I wasn’t nervous at all. T flaunted the gown Daddy
bought me in front of the judges. And when the announcer called my name for



the talent contest, I walked from behind that curtain and traversed the stage to
that microphone, with the spotlight shining in my eyes, and I performed the
monologue I penned as though the very oxygen I breathed depended on its
impact. I raised my voice when the moment suited it, and whispered when I was
searching for a more quiet, meaningful response from the audience. They were
with me, too—I could feel the energy in the room. It was like a high. All eyes
were on me, clinging to my every word. And then, I went in for the kill: T walked
over to an imaginary window, said my final line, and twirled my body to the
ground. As I lay there, my body splayed awkwardly across the floor and my eyes
shut tight, the heaviness of the scene fell like a pall over the audience. It took
them a beat to realize my character had committed suicide. Finally, a collective

gasp rose in the air.
And then, silence.

After a lot of murmuring, I heard someone pounding his palms together,
clapping furiously. “Yeah, baby!” my father was yelling from his seat in the
middle of the theater. “That’s the way you do it! That was beautiful!”

It was like that moment in Eddie Murphy’s Coming ro America when the
singer Randy Watson, portrayed by Eddie, finishes croaking his tragically inept
Las Vegas—style version of George Benson’s “Greatest Love of All,” then tries to
bolster the audience’s weak applause by tossing the mic on the ground, stomping
his feet, and yelling, “Sexual chocolate! Sexual! Chocolate!” My father meant
well; he was going to support his baby to the end, even if the audience didn’t
quite embrace the drama and suspense I brought to my piece. But damn, it was

Q,Wl(WQ]fd.

[ didnt win that night; I was a runner-up to Tracie, who ended up
representing Washington, DC, in the national finals of the competition in
California. She came in second there, but returned to our hometown having
been thoroughly turned out by the glamour of Hollywood. “This is it, Taraji,”
she said breathlessly when, finally, we were able to talk. “We have to get out of
Ballou and go to Duke Ellington. That’s where we belong.”

[ wish I could say that bcing admitted to the prestigious Duke Ellington School
of the Arts, alma mater of such luminaries as the comedian Dave Chappelle, the
opera singer Denyce Graves, and the actors Clifton Powell and Lamman Rucker,
was as easy as saying, “Let’s go to school there,” but it wasn’t. There was an

interview process and an audition, and while Tracie managed to secure a spot



with her Hal Jackson competition monologue, mine, again, fell flac. I didn’t get
accepted, and I was devastated—convinced that I simply didn’t have what it
takes to be a star. I held on to that notion, too, giving up acting altogether, not
just at Ballou, but later also ac Oxon Hill High School, where I transferred after
my mother moved our family across the DC border into a newer complex in
Maryland. So shook was I by the loss that, though acting was still a passion of
mine, | shelved the desire and focused instead on other things: fashion shows,
sewing, even science and math after I took an educational detour into a science
program at the University of the District of Columbia, where I learned how to
solder electrical boards and build motion-sensor lights, transistor radios, and
even a robot. I really liked the soldering part because it reminded me of what I'd
seen my father do when he’d taken me along on a few of his jobs, installing
wrought iron doors and windows on these huge houses out in the suburbs. 1
loved putting together the circuit boards in partieular because it was like
assembling a puzzle: you had your circuits, your LED, your conductors, and your
energy, and you soldered it all together and it worked—easy. Somehow, in my
brain, that translated into Yes, absolutely, you could do this for a living! T was so
thoroughly sure that acting wasn’t in my cards that when it came time to apply
for college, I chose to go to the Greensboro, North Carolina-based historically
black college North Carolina A&T to study—get this—electrical engineering.

Engineering.

[ knew better. Truly I did. It took not much more than a semester and a grip
of failed math tests for me to face that fact and come clean to rnyself: You're not a
mathematician. This is not where you're supposed to be. T'd fail preealeulus on one
side of the campus and then, in a different building on the other side of the
property, rd get A’s writing monologues, dressing up in character, and
performing my pieces in English classes. There was no fighting the gravitational
pull of acting. Everything about me—the way | dressed, the way | expressed
rnyself, the way | used my left brain instead of my right—betrayed my true
desire to act. Sized up next to the kids in the sciences, I most eertainly didn’t
look like anybody’s mathematician. I fashioned my hair into a loose top~knot
that fanned out across the crown of my head, and eropped my pants and
bedazzled them with oversized, glittery buttons. “Girl, what you got on?” the
geeks would ask, trying to make fun. But I didn’t care. It didn’t matter if I were
wearing a tin man outfit, I was totally committed to being eclectic—different.

Much more like the kids over in the English department—my tribe.



In other words, I was the circle trying to fit into the square peg. A girlfriend
of mine from high school who went to North Carolina A&T and saw one of my
class performances would tell me years later that everyone at our school knew I
was in the wrong place. “I looked at you,” Candace said, “and I thought, She
doesn’t belong here. She needs to be acting.”

It was my father who gave me the air I needed to fly out of the math
department in North Carolina and into the theater department at Howard
University, the prestigious historically black Washington, DC, school that boasts
a roster of successful alumni who've gone on to make indelible marks in politics,
the sciences, media, and, most notably for my purposes, the arts. I grew up
practically in Howard’s backyard and had long admired the huge list of
Hollywood stars who honed their craft in the classrooms of the university,
including Ossie Davis, Debbie Allen, Phylicia Rashad, and so many others. All it
took was one conversation with my dad to take a fresh look at studying there.

“I failed, Dad,” T told him over the phone after getting yet another F in math

class. “I've never failed anything in my life.”
“Good,” he said simply.
“What do you mean, ‘good’?” I snapped. “I can’t afford these failing grades.”

My father was uncharacteristically quiet; he was thinking up just the right
combination of words to make it plain. “You had to fall on your face to see that’s
not what you were supposed to be doing,” he said finally. “Now get your ass back
up to DC and enroll in Howard’s drama department. Do what you're supposed

to be doing.” As was my custom, | took his advice.

In other words, I was born for this. Built for it. [ may not have that Oscar my
father claimed for me all cthose years ago, but he was right: every move ['ve made
since those days gyrating in my grandmother’s mirror came in divine order to
bring me to this moment, to my dream of being an actress. If my father were
alive today, he would call it like he saw it. “I told you, lil nigea. | knew you were

going to be a star.”



4

Hustler

A]l my life, I've been a hustler. Where I come from, that's what you did when

you wanted that fresh pair of sneakers, or the gold necklace that spelled your
name out in bubble-letter script, or that pack of cherry Now and Later candy
your mother didn’t want to blow good money on, because every penny she
wasted on crap you didn’t need meant not having the cash for the things that
mattered: the 1ight bill, gas for the car, food for the relcrigerator7 rent so you had
a place to lay your head at night. Of course, there were plenty of kids around my
way who hustled in the traditional sense of the word to get what their families
couldn’t afford; there are back alleys and dark shadows all throughout southeast
DC that tell that story. But my hustle wasn’c nearly as sinister or desperate. [ was
just really good at relieving the people around me of their cash so I could have a
few dollars for my pocket—a skill T was practicing as early as eight years old
back in 1978. If the 1ady down the hallway with all the kids had to run to the
Safeway to pick up some eges, cereal, and milk, I'd step right in. “Go ahead, I'll
watch the kids . . . for five dollars.” Somcbody needed help getring bags up the
stairs? I'd Chip in for a dollar or two. Nobody had to worry about sweeping a
porch, folding 1aundry, Or cornrowing their daughter’s full head of hair while I

was around: for a fee, I'd handle all that and toss in a smile, free ofcharge.

I brought that “get money” spirit with me evcrywhere I went because there
was lictle money to spare in my house. T saw my singlc mother strugghng to
make ends meet on her salary from Woodward & Lothrop dcpartment store
(back then, it was known as Woodies); she may have risen from the stockroom
as a price tag attacher to her own office as divisional manager of distribution
and logistics over the course of my childhood, but she was still raising a kid on
her own in one of the most expensive cities in America, without any financial

help from my father.



With a baby on her hip and not so much as a pot to pee in or a window to
throw it out of once she left my dad, my mother moved herself first into my
father’s sisters” house in northeast Washington, DC—the home my aunts Norma
and Brenda inherited from my facher’s parents after they moved to North
Carolina—and then, later, into the nearby basement of my mom’s oldest
brother, Buck, until she could save up enough money to get on her feet. Her
family, firmly planted in the upper-middle class, was generous like that—always
stepping in to help support us. Buck lived in a two-bedroom row-house duplex
with his wife, Joyce, and their four children. The two boys shared one room, 1
shared a second bedroom with the oldest daughter, and the baby girl slept with
her parents, while my mom made a home in the basement, sleeping on my twin-
sized bed, the only furniture my dad would allow my mom to take from our
apartment when she left him. My uncle didn’c charge my mom reng; all he
wanted was for her to help with the utilities. That's how close, loving, and caring

my mom’s family was and still is, even more so today.

Still, becoming self-sufficient enough to find her own place was an uphill
climb for my mother; securing a deposit, first and last month’s rent, and moving
fees on a not-so-generous department store salary was no easy feat. And just
when she thought she was getting somewhere, a pipe burst and flooded my
uncle’s basement, water seeping into all of my mother’s treasured possessions;
her furniture and clothes, which she aiways kept SO pristine, NOW soggy and
reeking of mildew, were eompietely ruined. She ended up moving upstairs and
sleeping on the sofa, with the eight of us eooped up in that duplex for months. I
know this much, though—l was so happy to be there because spending that
much time with my cousins was like having siblings. Later, more havoc rained
down on her belongings: my uncle’s damn dog chewed through her business
shirts. At one point, she was so broke she couldn’t afford even to buy herself a
pair of dress shoes; she wore the one pair she had to her job every day for an

entire year.

Eventually7 we moved into a garden~styie apartment on Livingston Road, in
southeast DC, right on the border of Oxon Hill, Maryland. My mom scratched
and saved cvery penny she could and cashed in some savings bonds she’d been
keeping for me to pay the first and second months’ rent pius the security
deposit. When we moved in, we had nothing but that twin bedroom set my
facher let my mom take and the few clothes we had left after the flood. Both by
mom and [ slept on that twin bed until she woke up one too many times to find
me 1ying on the floor. My Aunt Pat and her husband, Uncle Casper, gave my
mom an extra full-size bed frame they had stored away, and my mom got herself



credit approval for a mattress set that cost her $188. I don’t know how she can
still remember that exact amount, but 'm guessing when you live through hard
times and make it out, those things are forever embedded in your memory.
Gradually, mom was able to purchase a used kitchen table and two chairs from

Salvation Army and a living room set from a used furniture store nearby.

Though she tried not to show it, living paycheck to paycheck got to her. It
would show up on her face, mostly in the evenings when she'd sit at the kitchen
table, hunched over a stack of bills, rubbing her temples and fighting back the
tears when she’d see the words “Final Notice” and “Past Due” written in bright-
red block letters at the top of her statements. I may have been too young to
process the gravity of it all, but T was intuitive. My mother was hurting. 1
remember once when I was eleven years old, tiptoeing up to her in my pajamas
and running my hand over her back. “Don’t cry about money, Mommy,” 1

implored her. “'mma be rich one day.”

She just kept on keeping on, as they say. An excellent provider, she made sure
I always had what I needed, and occasionally what I wanted, too. Still, I knew
something as simple as a trip to Burger King or as extravagant as a fancy purse
meant that she would have to go without something else, sometimes the basics.
It was also made clear that when T was of age, there would be no sitting on my
ass being 1azy while my mother busted her behind at the department store.
When I was too old for summer visits with my gmndparents, when the late
seventies gave way to the mid—eighties, I stayed in DC and worked, first with the
Marion Barry Summer Youth Employment Program when [ was fourteen and
fifteen, and then, when I was old enough for a work permit, in sales at Woodies.
My mother was teaching me carly on that if I really wanted something, I better
be prepared to hustle hard to get it on my own.

Nothing could have been truer when it came time to get that Coﬂege tuition
together for Howard University. rd gone to North Carolina A&T in part on the
wings of a grant from a local youth—services organization. But the university was
holding my transcripts hostage until [ paid oft the balance of what I owed for
my year there. When 1 got back to DC, I had to hit hustle-hard mode to make
the transfer. First order of business was to quickly nail down a gig and a place to
stay, as by then my mother had moved to the suburbs with my cousin to cut
back on expenses. | ended up moving into the basement of the house owned by
my stepmom and father, who by then was on his way to getting himself together
with a steady job of his own, plus a wife and my licele sister and stepbrothet to



support. Once I was settled, I got a job at the Pentagon, paid off my debr to
North Carolina A&T, and got down to the business of classes at Howard.

Still, T was restless and headstrong, two characteristics that certainly go hand
in hand with being a hustler. If your game is tight, you get what you want, but
once you do, you're automatically on the hunt for something bigger, something
better. My want once I got into Howard and got myself a couple of dollars was
more independence. Asking my parents for rides back and forth to school, and
coming home to find my nosy father rifling through my things, was more than I
could handle. I'd fume and pace from wall to wall, whisper yelling and shaking
my fist at the ceiling: “Why are you in the basement, in my space? Nothing down
here concerns you!” Then I'd stomp away. “I'm twenty! Stay upstairs with Shawn
and April. That’s whose stuff you need to be going through, not mine!”

I couldn’c get out of their house fast enough, and as soon as I amassed a
critical amount of cash, I scored my first car in 1990—a used Nissan Pulsar, crisp
white with a T-top. My mother’s sister’s husband, Uncle Jessie, sold it to me for
six thousand dollars. You couldn’c tell me nothing. T drove straight from his
house to Duke Ellington High School to surprise my best friend, Tracie, who
worked there. The sun was high, my radio was bumping, and I was beeping the
horn when she walked out. “Girl, it’s me!” I yelled, waving wildly and smiling so

hﬁ,l”d you Could s¢C my bZ{Ck EGCth.

“Oh my God!” Tracie yelled as she took off running toward me. I jumped out
of the car and posed on the hood like I was a star on the cover of Essence; Tracie
ran her hand across the side panel as if she were fingering the finest silk. The
two of us went Completcly nuts on adrenaline and excitement. On the weekends
and during the summer when I wasn’t Working, the only thing my parents saw of
me was the taillight of my Pulsar. Tracie and I were cither laid out on the beach
in Ocean City, or running up I-95 to New York to see what we could get into
there.

This had my mother feeling some kind of way because for so 10ng, it'd been
her and me. Now, with my newfound independcnce, she sensed that I was
growing up—that [ was pulling away from her control and making some
decisions on my own. She was also upset because though I thought [ was grown,
[ was still a twentysomething dumbass whose irresponsiblc ways were costing
me some serious cash. My car, for instance, was an incredible money suck. More
often than not, the car was booted by the city for some parking violation. I knew
that street Cleaning rules dictated I get my ass out of bed and move my car from
one side of the street to the other, but if I'd drunk too much the night before,



dragging myself out from under the covers wasn’t a viable option, so the Pulsar
would take the hit: a boot on the wheel until payday, when T could scrape
together enough cash to pay the ticket and have it removed. Some days when I
didn’t have the money, I'd have to walk right past my car on the way to school,
trying real hard not to look at that big yellow hunk of metal clipped to my
wheel. The feeling was even worse on days when I was running late and my
mother had to drive me to campus. Real talk: you're not winning if you insist
you're grown but you're looking at a boot on your ride from the front seat of

your mom’s car.

That pile of tickets didn’t stop me from wanting more independence, and
hustling harder to get it, though. I had my eyes on moving out of my father’s
basement, and my lictle Pentagon check wasn’c cutting it, what with all the
tickets and the debt I'd run up on my credit cards. Clothes. Gas for the Pulsar.
Eating out. Renting hotel rooms in Ocean City, where I'd spend the weekends.
More clothes. Spending all my money on ripping and running up and down the
highway and trying to look good doing it. Soon enough, my balances crept so far
north that keeping up with even the minimum payments was out of reach. Talk
about Oscar-worthy performances? The bill collectors who called my house got
the best of my ecarliest ones. “;Que?” I'd yell into the receiver, putting on my best
Spanish accent to throw off the collectors who blew up my phone looking for
their payments. “Taraji no live here!” This would hold them off for a lictle while,
but really what I needed to both keep up with my bills and get out of my facher’s
house was a solid hustle, something bigger than that desk job with the

govcrnment.

That's when Taraji’s Basement Apartment Salon opened its doors to my
fellow friends, cousins, aunts, fly giris at Howard, and whoever else had money,
and [ began hooking up wet sets and acryiic nails for extra cash. Twenty dollars
could get you iooking right for Saturday night; another twenty could get you a
full set of acrylic nails, which would have cost double that in one of the local
salons. T was good at it, too; SO good, in fact, that had this acting thing not
worked out, I'm sure I would have been someone’s Cosmetoiogist somewhere,

styiing hair, doing makcup, and hooking up nails.

When I wasn’t suppiying everyone’s beauty needs, I was taiking drunk diners
out of rips as a singing waitress on the Spirit of Washington, a dinner barge that
floated down the Potomac River. I made a kiiiing singing my signature song,

Tina Turner’s “Proud Mary.” I'd start the song on a slow simmer, just like Tina,



swaying to that deep bass while I worked over those “rolling on a river” lyrics.
With every note, I could see the diners, swaying and leaning forward in their
seats, just waiting, practically holding their breath for that explosive moment
when the horns blared and T'd take off spinning, leaning into the mic and
practically growling Tina’s song, with the National Harbor, the Capitol dome,
and the Washington Monument twinkling in the distance. It was a great job for
an artsy person with an outgoing personality and a thirst for the spotlight and
an casy dollar. On a typical night, I pulled in one hundred dollars—a lot of
money for a college student. Certainly enough to move out of my father’s
basement and into my own apartment. The guests liked my voice just fine, but it
was my swagger that got me paid: I could pour wine and, more important,

connect with people.

I was from the hood, but T wasn’t hood. On the weekdays I was with “Man-
Man,” “Peaches,” “June Bug,” and them, but on the weekends, my mother had me
out at my cousin Kim’s house in Waldorf, Maryland, where all the white folk
lived before gentrification turned “PG County” into “The County” and
“Maryland” into “Murland.” There I hung out with Becky, Mary Sue, Josh, and
Brock, and picked up how they moved and thought and talked to one another.
In the summertime, I'd shift yet again. I would head down south to the sticks of
rural North Carolina to live with Grandmaw and my family. Those experiences
with all different kinds of people in all different kinds of places ultimately
helped me become comfortable with all people. Like a chameleon, I learned to
blend in with my environment. It’s that gift, COllpiCd with a strong work ethic
and absolutely zero fear of working hard, that’s given me quite an advancage

WhCl’l 1t counts as an actress.

Yet hustling isn’t aiways about making the most money or gaming the system;
in my profession, it’s about putting in the work and perfecting the craft. This, I
learned on the stages of the Howard University Department of Theatre Arts,
where the very finest instructors turned out some of the most respected, prolific
Working aACtOrs ever Captured on television and film. There was Ossie Davis,
Lynn Whitfield, Roxie Roker, the Cinematographer and director Ernest
Dickerson, and the Allen sisters, Debbie and Phyiicia Rashad, buiiding a 1cgacy,
and a new generation of performers like Isaiah Washington, Wendy Raquei
Robinson, Anthony Anderson, Marlon Wayans, Paula Jai Parker, and Carl
Anthony Payne Jr., whose iight shined a path, showing those of us who came
directiy after them that having a career was possibie. But I never would have
made it without the direction of the professors, who drilled into cvery one of us
that it wasn’t enough to simpiy show up. They knew this because they, too, were



working actors. Al Freeman, |r., the head of the fine arts department when I was
there, was an Emmy Award—winning television and movie star who had not only
enjoyed a long career on the soap opera One Life to Live, but also had been in
movies as far back as 1960 and even starred as Elijah Muhammad in Spike Lee’s
Malcolm X while chairing Howard’s drama department. You didn’t show up for
class wasting his time. Another professor, Fran Dorn, was the queen of
Shakespearian theater in DC, and she was on a couple of television shows to
boot. You didn’t show up to her class to waste her time, either. Schooling us on
how to bring it to the stage wasn’t about the check for them; they were at
Howard because one, they cared about the craft, and two, because they wanted
the people coming behind them to carry the torch high. If you didn’e? They
would put your ass out. They didn’t care if you were cute, if you had long hair,
pretty skin, if you were mixed and lighter than a paper bag, if you came from a
family that could afford a maid and a chef or from a home where ramen noodles
were considered fine cuisine. The only thing that mattered was your answer to
these questions: “Can you fill this space with the truth of this character?” “Can
you build a beautiful set?” “Can you style the most incredible hair to look exactly
like it would have looked in this or that era? “Can you do the best makeup?”
“Can you get these props organized and on the stage when they need to be
there?” If the answer was no, don’t even look at the stage. The kids who were up
there? Thcy carned that.

[ hustled my way onto that stage. | showed up to my first classes at Howard
in the fall of 1990 just as the campus—a jcwcl—likc oasis in the middle ofbustling
DC—started buzzing about Professor Mike Malone’s annual student production,
this one of the hit Broadway play Dreamgirls, about the trials, tribulations, and
triumphs of a trio of soul singers who become international pop stars. It you
were a theater major, you wanted to be in this piay, because aircady, even then,
it was a classic in the making. Plus, you could earn money by bcing in a Mike
Malone production, as his works were consistcntly pickcd up by the Kcnncdy
Center, which paid the actors and production team for the pcrforrnanccs—a
great way to build your résumeé plus put some changc in your pockcts. Because |
could not transfer in until I had paid my outstanding balance at A&T in North
Carolina, I arrived after the semester started, complctciy clueless about the
auditioning process and too green to try anyway—stiil convinced that though
my audition got me into Howard’s doors, I wasn’t rcady for a part. Still, 1
wanted to be there; first of all, my bestie, Tracie, was piaying Deena Jones, the
singer whose rciationship with the group’s manager leads to her cpic rise over

hcr fﬁiiOW bandrnatcs. PillS, WQtCi’lil’lg hcr and my fﬁiiOW ciassrnatcs rchcarsc was



mesmerizing. | wanted in on that action. I quickly signed up to work in the
props department, which not only afforded me class credit for one of my theater
department electives, but also put me in the room for all the rehearsals.

I took full advantage of my time there, too, laughing with the cast members,
all the while doing my job and being as helpful as I could be, even at weekend
rehearsals, which T wasn’t required to attend. Soon enough, I became friends
with everyone, from the principal actors down to the chorus and musicians, and
even caught Mike Malone’s attention, so much so that he couldn’t help but see
me when he was looking to fill minor roles in the chorus or as onstage extras. He
would announce another part and there I would be, front and center, letting out
a loud cough to call attention to myself, signaling that he should pick me, the
props girl who was eager for a shot onstage rather than behind it. Professor
Malone didn’t pay me any mind at first; I was but a nuisance, every bit as
distracting as an annoying fly. But I was funny. One afternoon, when he
announced to the chorus that he needed someone to make a simple cross from

stage right to stage left in a transitional scene, I made him feel my presence.

“Okay, listen up, people,” he said, standing on the stage, fiddling with pages,
marking off’ something with his pen as the cast stood around, waiting for

direction. The room fell silent. “I need someone to make a stage cross.”

At just the right moment, [ let out, once again, one ofmy signature coughs—
a sound that I'd been making at every rehearsal that I didn’t even need to be in;

it was so loud, the entire room burst into hysterics, again.

Malone looked in my direction and narrowed his eyes into slits. I stared right
back at him, my round cyes as big as saucers, siientiy pieading with him for my
lucky break. Finally, he shook his head and let out a sigh. “All right7 girl, get your

ass up here and we'll see what you can do.”

[ will say this: my role was as basic and minor as a role could get—so much so
that we bareiy rehearsed it. Hell, it wasn’t even a role. All T had to do was walk
across the stage. But you couldn’t tell me I wasn’t about to be the star of that
stage. There was nothing in the script for this cross. But remember: I had aiready
learned from Debbie Allen that there is no such thing as a small role. So T carped
that damn diem. I created a character for the cross: I made mysclfa seamstress
delivering Deena a potcntiai show dress. So the excitement I exuded CTossing
from stage right to stage left could be seen and felt. Because I also had to cross
back stage left to stage right, I decided to make that moment about being totally
rejected by the diva Deena. And believe me, when I say all of that studying of



Carol Burnett and Lucille Ball kicked in? It made my small but impactful role,
which wasn’t even supposed to be a scene, one to remember.

Nothing in the script gave a description of this seamstress or her motivation
beyond the fact that the dress she picks for Deena is rejected, but I spent
countless hours considering that seamstress’s motivation nonetheless. What
expression would she have while presenting the gown to Deena? How would she
walk on the way to Deena? How would she slink away after the rejection? All of
it. I even dreamed up her costume: little framed glasses, stockings under a
frumpy dress with slouchy knee-high socks, a zaniness about the colors. She was
nobody to everybody, but I made her somebody to me.

When opening night came, I was ready. My heart was beating so fast on the
side of that stage waiting for my part, 'm surprised I didn’t pass out. Finally,
Deena said the line that gave me my queue. I sashayed across that stage with a
gown I thought was the most beautiful dress in the world, matched only by my
wide, beaming grin. Everything about my body language said, “Yes, Deena, of

course you will choose my dress for your world tour.”

Deena, unimpressed, opened the garment bag and angrily tossed it back at
me, throwing in a few choice words for good measure and telling me to get the
hell out of her sight. Devastated but convinced I'd been Wronged, | stomped
back across the stage, stopped midway, tossed a nasty side-eye at Deena, and
then stomped out the door without saying a word.

[ was on the other side of the curtain, giggling with nervous laughter, ﬂoating
with excitement when my ears were finally able to focus on the audience’s
reaction: they were hysterieal with laughter. Out of everything that was
happening onstage, it was my timing and foolery that they remembered—a
moment that came at the end of a transition scene. I may have had a bit part,
but I was in Dreamgirls, and folk who counted were paying attention, including
my mother. She wasn’t convinced there was a career in acting, and having
serimped and saved to get three steps forward only to eonsistently fall ewo steps
behind, she wanted something more secure for me than “starving artist.” That's
all she could see for me, her child who was born with neither silver spoon nor
serious connection to Hollywood, a glittery mirage seemingly so far from reach
it might as well have been on the other side of the galaxy. Her questions made
sense: “I'm a single mom, how on earth can | support you in this? What if you
can’t get a job? Then what?” It was hard to argue against her judgment. But on
the opening night of Dreamgirls, when she watched me strutting across that
stage, finally she saw me, and she pledged her unconditional support.



When I wasn’t working on my role, I was still prop mistress, but I continued
studying everyone else’s roles, too; I knew every line, every song, every stage
direction, where every prop lay. When a fellow student with a key role as a
singer in the opening of the play had to drop out, I was ready. Professor Malone
took to the stage to announce her part was open, and I jumped at the chance to

play it.
“I got it! I can do it!” I shouted, raising my hand like some nerd eager to
answer the teacher’s question.

Professor Malone shook his head, looked me up and down, and smirked.
“Well, you better get your heels and come in here tomorrow ready to show me

what you got.”
“I have my heels right here!” I said, reaching down into my knapsack.
“All right, then get your ass up here and sing the song,” he said.

[ hurriedly slipped on my shoes and took my position as the music director
counted down, and when he got to “one,” I hit every last one of the steps and
notes with a jubilance that made the entire cast cheer me on. When, finally, they
all quicted, T looked over at Professor Malone, eager to hear the magical words.
“Well,” he said, “I guess you got the part.”

The next thing [ knew, the show was such a hit, it was selling out every night7
with fans from near and far coming to see the wonder that was the Howard
University Theatre’s Dreamgirls production. So successful was the first run that
Professor Malone revived it for a second run the next academic year, catching
the attention of a major theater producer from Hong Kong who happened to be
in DC. That producer loved the play so much that he paid for our entire
production—the actors, the directors, the wardrobe, the props, everything—to
ﬂy to Hong Kong for a two-week run, which, too, quickly sold out, upstaging
even a professional produetion of 42nd Street. Fans were showing up to our faney
hotel, waiting in the lobby to get our autographs and take pictures with the cast.
[t was surreal—until then, except for summers down south with my family, rd
never been out of the country, but there I was, living out loud every fantasy Id
ever had of traveling the world as an actress. “Shoot, I'm on the right page,” 1
said, hugging myself as [ gazed out the window overlooking the hills of Hong
Kong, my best friend by my side. You couldn’t tell us a single, solitary thing; the
hotel was lovely—on par with the Mandarin Oriental in New York, which
meant it was first class all the way, with beautifully appointed rooms I'd never
before seen or experienced. The shades and curtains opened electronically with



the push of a button; this twenty-year-old girl, a product of southeast DC, had
never seen anything like that. “This right here is it—exactly how we're supposed
to be treated,” I said to Tracie, who nodded furiously in agreement. “I can get
used to this!”

It was my strong work ethic that earned me a spot on the Dreamgirls stage, but it
was my confidence and hustle that got me into the camera line of a scene in
Spike Lee’s Malcolm X, smack-dab in front of Denzel Washington. That
particular hustle started back at Howard, during a workshop Spike gave at our
university’s drama department. Spike was the gawd back then—an African
American filmmaker whose unflinching, unapologetic commentary on black
American life not only ushered in a cinematic and cultural renaissance for
moviegoers, but also opened doors for black folk both in front of and behind the
camera. By the time he made it to Howard, he'd already gotten crazy accolades
for She’s Gotta Have It, School Daze, Do the Right Thing, and Mo’ Better Blues, and
everybody on campus was trying to get next to him, knowing he was still casting
for Malcolm X. So my gir]friend Tracie and 1 got ourselves all super-cute and
hightailed it over to the lecture hall. Though we tried, we couldn’t get zmywhere
near Spike. We settled for making nice with a guy in his entourage, some
bugaboo who was trying to holler. I praetieally held my nose and gagged while I
shoved both my and Tracie’s headshots into his hands. “Look, just take these
pictures and give them to Spike,” I said, with an acticude and half a smile.

[ knew he wasn’t a casting agent, and I have no idea if he aetually gave those
pictures to Spike Lee or not, but in my mind, what we did worked. A few weeks
later, I was in dance class doing plies when Tracie put in a frantic call to the
drama department office and made herself sound super—offieial. She told
whoever answered the phone that Spike Lee wanted me in a movie. The girl
from the office hoofed it down the stairs and burst into the studio with the

news. “Tarajil” she said, barely able to catch her breath. “You got a call from New
York about Malcolm X!

“Oh my God,” T screamed, cupping my hands over my mouth and falling
down to my knees like I'd just hit the lottery and won an Oscar, an Emmy, and a
Grammy all in the same night. The class erupted into a gaggle of squeals and
high fives as I hurriedly squeezed myself into my street clothes: a fabulous all-
1e0pard outfit featuring a vintage coat with a matching skirt and, yes, the hat. I
tipped out of that dance class fresh dressed like a million bucks, hopped in my

car, and erushed a f€W Spﬁﬁdil’lg 1QWS rushing to my apartment to pQCk my



clothes and hightail it to New York on a seventy-five-dollar plane ticker my
mother purchased for me because as I had to pay both my rent and tuition, I was
too broke to buy it on my own.

When I think about that particular moment, I fall out in fits of laughter
because, really, the audacity of me—some drama undergrad with no professional
experience outside of the Howard University stage, a ThighMaster infomercial,
and my job singing Tina Turner songs on that dinner barge—thinking I could
book a job off a résumé and headshot! Spike Lee had never, to my knowledge,
been to one of my plays, he'd never pulled up a seat on the Spirit of Washington
while I belted out “Proud Mary,” and he sure as hell didn’t know me from a hole
in the wall. T was wet behind the ears—didn’t know any better. T just knew
somchow TI'd impressed Spike and he wanted me. My mother, too, was in
lockstep on that assessment: just before she drove me to the airport, she was
racing around her office, telling anyone within the sound of her voice, “Spike
Lee picked my baby to star in his movie!” In our minds, Taraji P. Henson was
about to blow up.

[ arrived in New York with my outdated suitcase, big and burgundy and all
kinds of wrong, dressed in that same head-to-toe leopard suit I was wearing
when [ got the call from Tracie back at dance class, iooking country as shit,
standing on the sidewalk outside Lincoln Center, sucking in that thick air and
erackiing energy buzzing like iightning all around me while I waited for Tracie
to piek me up. | wanted to shout to everyone who walked by, “I'm starring in
Spike Lee’s new movie!” But I knew enough to at least play it a little bit cool on
those streets, where New Yorkers are always in a rush and woefully unimpressed
by pretty much everything n generai and wet-nosed tourists in partieuiar; I
saved my ninja kicks and cheerleader jumps for Tracie, who also had secured a
role.

Tracie and I tracked down our contact, some iady with a clipboard and an
atctitude iording over the “extras” base camp blocks away from the Harlem set
where the scene was to be filmed. In my mind, I'd envisioned that she would
usher us to a quiet room somewhere on the set, where Spike would welcome us,
offer us something to eat, then sit us down to go over the script and ask us what,
exaetiy, was the motivation we'd have to empioy to get into character. Instead,
the iady with the clipboard pointed, and at the end of her finger was a dusty
tent crowded with random peopie sitting around, mindlessly chewing on snacks

and joekeying for empty chairs.



We were extras. Extras. Chile, I believed I'd had a starring role. I was so ahead

of myself.

To understand the gravity of this situation, you need to understand the life
of an extra. For the most part, it sucks. Rain, hail, sleet, or snow, you're rounded
up like cattle and herded into a small area where you and a bunch of strangers
sit practically on top of one another while you wait for hours to get your hair
and makeup done, then a few hours more to get your costume just right, and
then a few more hours on top of that waiting for strategic placement somewhere
on the set, where your every movement is choreographed down to the angle in
which you should point your pinky toe—all in exchange for some snacks and a
couple of dollars for your pocket. The perks? Few. Except that if your people
squint their eyes a little bit, lean in real close to the screen, and get really handy
with the pause button, somebody might see you, which’ll make you hood
famous, but not much else besides one step closer to your Screen Actors Guild
(SAG) card ifyou’re lueky enough to get a SAG-sanctioned gig.

I needed more than that, though. T wasn’t trying to be a blip on anybody’s
screen; we needed to hatch a plan. Tracie and T hustled ourselves over to the
snack table for the non-SAG-card extras, then found our way over to two empty
seats and understood rather quickly what was our lot. I bit into my cookie and
surveyed the landscape. The SAG-card extras were throwing shade, acting like
they had one up on those of us who were nonunion. “See, this shit right here, 1
can’t do,” T huffed. “The only thing they got different,” I said, nodding toward
the SAG extras, “is a bagel. We gotta eat the cookies and drink the Tang, and
they got bagels and orange juice, which ain’t that much better, so go sit down

somewhere.”

Anyone who’s ever been an extra on a television or film produetion knows
I'm telling the God’s honest truth. That's the grind. No one in charge is
purposefully mean, and extras know not to take any of it personally. They know
they’re on set to do what it is they’ve been asked to do, and they get the job
done. And those in eharge know that without them, our movies and television

ShOWS Wouldn’t 1001{ real. In other WOI'dS, we need extras.

Knowing that struggle firsthand, T make a point of freating extras on my sets
with the respect and dignity they deserve. I make them 1augh, make them feel
welcomed, and, in some cases, like a former waitress who tips well because she

knows thﬁ struggle, I ﬁght fOI' equitable treatment among thﬁ extras because,



hell, it’s only right. Take, for instance, what happened on the set of Seasons of
Love, the 2014 Lifetime original movie I executive produced and starred in with
LeToya Luckete. One day while strolling the set, I overheard someone,
presumably a SAG-card-carrying extra, order a non-SAG-card extra off a food
line. “Only SAG extras can eat here,” he sneered. With flashbacks to the
hierarchy on the Malcolm X set, I did what I could to make it so that everybody
under the extras tent felt wanted: I ordered a waffle truck and invited the extras
to dig in. “Everybody, eat up,” I said. “This is for whoever wants waffles, no
matter if you're SAG or not.”

On the New Orleans set of From the Rough, the movie in which I starred as
Dr. Catana Starks, the first woman to coach a men’s college golf team, I actually
got a little miffed about how no one seemed to care that the extras were literally
baking in the hot summer sun, with nary a tent, umbrella, or drop of water in
sight to help keep them comfortable while they waited hours to play their parts.
“If y’all don’t get a tent on those people right now and get them some water and
some chairs, 'm calling SAG!” T barked. No one was trying to make them
uncomfortable on purpose; someone pointed out to me that the production
assistants were working on providing that critical relief to the excras, but they
were just dragging on and on. “Get it out there, shit,” I said, stalking off.

As an extra, though, you have to learn how to take care of yourself, too. And
that’s what Tracie and I did on the set of Malcolm X. Within minutes of sitting
under that tent, Tracie and [ were plotting how to go from being extras eating
donuts in Spike’s and Denzel’s cyes to actresses who would be so impressive, so
magnetic, Spike would be all, “It’s you two!” and Denzel would chime in, “Damn,
it’s y'alll” We were trying to work this thing. That's when the hustle “Operation
Get Seen in Denzel’s Scene” went into full effect.

We were hired to be in the crowd 1ist€ning to Malcolm X deliver a sermon
about cops being the “new KKK” on a Harlem street corner, and we made it our
mission to get to the front row, right in front of Denzel and especially right n
front of the camera. It was going to take some work because there were a lot of
extras. But Tracie and I had some ideas. First and foremost, we needed to look
the part, which meant we had to make Cspccially nice with two of the most

important departments on th€ set: Wardrobe, ﬂl’ld 1’1311‘ and makeup.

“Oh, you're going to have to cover up that hair,” the stylist in the hair
department said as she circled around my chair, checking out my then-blond



tresses.

I reached down into my bag and pulled out a black wig. A trained actress, I
had done my research. I knew that blond wasn’t fashionable in Harlem in the
sixties, and if I wanted to get noticed, I'd have to look the part. “That’s right,
baby,” the hair stylist said as she fit the wig over my head, instantly transforming

me into a conservative sixties housewife. “Come ready to work!”

As for costumes, we got lucky. Yvette, a friend and fellow Howard alum who
had been in a few productions with me back at school, was working in the
costume department. She took extra care to make sure we had the flyest clothes
—some vintage pieces that really put us in the moment of Malcolm’s movement.
“Put these gloves on,” she said before sending us off. “Nobody had long acrylic
hook nails back then. They see that and you're going to the back.”

The true hustle came when it was time to jockey for a position up front.
Getting there wasn’t such a hard thing to do: we just ducked and dived and
excused our way toward the front, then were escorted the rest of the way
because of how we were dressed. Staying up front, though, was an entirely
different thing. There we were, giggling and wiggling and ready for somebody to
yell “action!” when all of a sudden one of the buildings working as a backdrop to
Malcolm’s speech started smoking. “All the extras back up!” a man yelled into a
bullhorn, as a line of set assistants spread their arms and motioned us back.
Tracie and I weren’t having it, though; we locked arms and refused to move. “Do
you know what it took for us to get up here?” I asked out loud. “This is our spot.
We're not going anywhere.”

We stood firm, even as fire trucks roared onto the scene, even as the firemen
told us to step away from the sidewalk, even as that smoke billowed up into the
air. “They gonna put that fire out and I'm going to be right here,” T insisted,
grabbing Tracie’s arm a little tighter. [ didn’t care if it was a five alarm; I wasn’t
going to leave my spot. “My mama took time out of her schedule and dropped
me off, she ain’t got no money and she paid seventy five dollars for this ticket,” I

yellcd. “She gonna see me in this movie!”

By the time thcy gave the powers that be the all clcar—nothing happened to
the building; there was smoke but no actual fire—Tracie and 1 were standing
right there in front of Denzel, on the front row. Evidence of my hustle? Watch
Malcolm X Closely; in that scene, when the camera pans out to the audience, guess
who you’ll see? Me and Tracie, front row and center. The camera Stops on us for

a hot minute, and later, while Malcolm is talking, you can hear us, too. Listen
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closely for “Yassir, preach, Malcolm!” That's me and my big mouth. For the
longest time, my mother would perch herself on her bed, right in front of her
television, with the remote between her fingers, pausing the scene so she could

see her baby’s face staring back at her.

That's what hustle gets you. Giving up isn't ever an option for me; whatever
the obstacle, best believe TI'll run headfirst through it, climb over it, or crawl
under it to get exactly what I want.

Despite all the newfound success, there was one professor who was thoroughly
unimpressed with my onstage antics: one Professor Vera Katz, an older woman
with a shock of red hair and a rasp in her throat. Even today, she emails me
notes on all the projects I work on, and sometimes she even calls. Leaning on all
the bravado she possesses to get me to understand where she’s coming from,
she'll say, “Taraji, I see you thinking. I love it. I love it! You're always thinking,.
Your eyes tell the cruth. I see your moments before the lines. I see where you're

”

coming from. It’s beautiful

This is music to my ears now, but her accolades were a long time coming. |
gave Professor Katz hell when I was at Howard, and she gave it right back to me
in spades. Every time she opened her mouth to tell me how to be onstage, 1
would grimace and give her Black Girl attitude that screamed, “You don’t know
me! You don’t know my struggle! Power to the people!” I'd be so disrespectful to
her—show up late to her class, talk all through it when T bothered to be on time
—she would kick my ass right on out. “Miss Henson, you look reaily cute in your
thigh—high red boots and your matehing jaeket, but you're late. Get out!” she
would say, pointing at the door.

Still, T wanted her approval, because she was the main one at Howard who
refused to give it to me. It doesn’t matter if praetieaily an entire audience of
hundreds of people stand on their chairs and jump and holler and scream your
name as they cheer you Wildly on, you will notice oniy the one person sitting in
the chair with her iips pursed and her hands elasped on her 1ap, giving you a
dead~eyed stare that screams, “They may be impressed, but I'm not.” That was
Professor Katz. She was thoroughly uninspired by my hustle and made a point of
1etting me know that when it came to the craft, I was more con artist than
actress. “Go deeper!” she would yell, interrupting my class monoiogues to
chastise me for 1eaning on tricks to grab the attention of my peers. Aiways my
instinct would be to talk loud, throw my body into it—to make the scene, the



lines, grand. But Professor Katz would have none of it; she saw a deeper actress.
A thinking actress. She insisted that I consider what happened to my character
in the moments before the scene, so that when I opened my mouth, T was
responding not to what I'd memorized from the page, but to the emotions the
experience conjured. “No, no, no, I don’t believe it!” she would yell, interrupting
my lines. “You're clever and you make good choices, but what's behind those
choices? What does your character want? You have to think like humans think.
Don’t stop thinking just because somebody wrote the words on a page. You're
not a robot. You still have to think!”

Understand, getting ripped apart and torn to shreds was frightening in front
of a classroom of peers who audition and fight for the same roles as you. But
Professor Katz didn’t care about such things. To hell with my ego. She seemed to
take great pleasure in drawing blood.

Our conflict came to a head over my portrayal in a play penned by a fellow
Howard alum, Guinea Bennett, a good friend of mine who, after graduation,
went on to found the Soul Rep Theater Company in Dallas, Texas. Guinea and 1
were members of a collective of crazy, artsy seventies babies who dressed alike,
listened to the same music, and, in the way that kindred spirits do, created
together. We even had our own monikers, cherry-picked from names popular in
our birth decade: Leroy, Tyrone, Juanita, Suge. I was Cookie Gwendolyn Jones.
Yes, “Cookie.” We called our little collective Soul Nation, and Guinea wrote and
produced a play for us, Cmcking Up, about a group of girls n college dealing with
heavy issues such as pregnancy, drug dealing, and several other societal ills
surrounding our campus—a play so beautifully penned that the Howard drama
department agreed to let us produce it on its stage. That play was a hit; we sold
out every night, with students from the fine arts department and beyond 1ining
up to come see us. My character was a standout: I had blond braids and was loud
and brash and in—your—faee, and I got all the 1aughs of the night with my one-
liners. I was the star. And every night when I stood up on that stage and took a
bow, I would say a silent, Yeah, take that, Vera Katz. You’re always giving me all that
ﬂack in your class, but look what I did. I'm all they talk about . . .

Ego much?

The next time [ had her class, I strutted in as if I owned the place. [ couldn’t
wait to rub my success in her face. But in typiea] fashion, Professor Katz quietly
broke me down. “Miss Henson, you were loud and over the top. It was too big.”
Even with all the accolades and applause, even when everybody else was 1aughing



and falling for my jokes, Professor Katz was making it clear my tricks didn’t
work for her. I was missing what was on the page. [ was a fraud.

The rest of my time there, I worked to get her approval. The last monologue I
did for her was a quiet one. There was no yelling, no grand physical gestures;
only pure emotion and restrained intensity, which was so much more difficult to
do than any of the other tricks I'd employed up until that moment. I'd finally
internalized everything she’d been saying to me over our year together. When 1
said my last word and the class’s applause died down, Professor Katz stood and
gave me an ecasy smile. “All that time, T thought you were fighting and not
listening,” she said quietly.

“I'was,” I said. “I just had an odd way of showing it.”

We reconciled, and years later, at an awards ceremony where she was being
honored and T was a host, I apologized to her. “I know I gave you hell,” T said.
“But you are a huge reason why I'm so successful in the business. You challenged
me to be a thinker, to always stay alive and be in the moment. To respect the

craft.”

I meant that, too. I'd like to think that the choices I've made were informed by
the way Professor Katz and my other acting coaches, Jemal McNeil and Tony
Greco, who taught iegendary methods like the Meisner Technique, trained me
to engage the work: through them, I learned that hustling as an actress isn’t just
about ﬂicking your hair, batting your eyelashes7 wearing the cutest outfit, and
piowing through the words; it’s about understanding and Working the spaces
and angles between what is obvious to everyone else, and using those quict

moments to stand out. T'o win.

Tl’l&llf 1s ti’lC hailmark Ofél true hustler.



S
My One and Only Love Story

We had that Jody and Yvette Baby Boy kind of love—passionate, raw, and

“young, dumb, and out of countrol,” like the tragically immature, stunted main
character in John Singleton’s critically acclaimed, urban cule classic. That's what
you get, though, when you mix youth with inexperience, shake in some hood,
and boil it with a heap of hot tempers: an intoxicating brew of tragic ghetto

love.
The truth is we didn’t stand a chance.

But I didn’t know any of that when I first laid eyes on Mark in the summer of
1987. I saw him in the ]obby of the Riverside Theater in Riverside, Maryland,
stzmding there with a bunch of his friends, cating popcorn and staring at me
with these great big ol eyes as it he were in a trance. Without saying a single
word, he made me feel as if [ were the most beautiful girl in the world. T was
seventeen and had only had one boyfriend up until then, a guy I'd dated two
years carlier. He was sweet enough, but he wasn’t all that enthusiastic about the
limitations that came with dating Bernice Gordon’s baby girl, particularly the
“No Boys in the House When Mama’s Not Home” rule and cspecially the “She’s a
Virgin and Will Stay That Way” decree. Let’s just say I wasn’t all that surprised
when my first boyfricnd, who was alrcady sexually active when we bcgan dating,
announced he was Calling it quits because he didn’t want to cheat on me. I was
fine with his decision. I wasn’t ready for all the stakes that came with teenage
pregnancy, or single parenting, for that matter. On those subjects and many
others, my mother had instilled the fear of God in me. The very thought of going
against her wishes pﬁtrified me, what with all the threats to knock my teeth out
of my head and to slap me into next Tuesday. My auntie would hear her talking
crazy to me and she’'d get genuinely concerned: “Why are you talking to her like
that? You need to stop that, Bernice!” But I knew she had cause for all chat tough



talk: T was a young girl in a wild city, and she needed to keep me in check so the
streets wouldn’t try me. She never had to make good on the threats; all she had
to do was shoot me that look and I knew—I just knew—whatever it was I was
doing, I better pull it together and stop it. When she cut her eyes, I knew she
meant business. I wasn’t that kid who was wont to cause trouble or go against
her mother’s wishes. If she said I wasn’t ready for sex and shouldn’t do it, she
didn’t have to tell me but once.

Deep down, I knew I wasn’t ready then, cither. By the time I met Mark,
though, this caterpillar had blossomed into a butterfly who knew from the
second our energy mingled in that lobby that here was someone for whom it was
worth breaking a few rules. T could tell this just by looking into his eyes that
night at the movie theater. It wasn’t my modus operandi to roll up on strange
guys and start talking to them. But Mark? He was cinnamon brown with a
mouthful of the whitest, most perfectly straight teeth that spread inco the
widest, most beautiful smile, the perfect complement to all that swag dripping
off of him. He was stylish and different, with a hint of danger to him. I liked it.
Plus, he very smoothly laid out the red carpet just for me. I figured I might as
well scrut on it. As we locked each other into our respective lines of vision, I

walked right up to him and snatched his popcorn out of his hands.
“Is this for me?” I asked coyly.

“You can have some if you want it,” he said easily, shifting his body against
the wall, 100king right into my eyes.

Minutes later, he and his boys, who were there to see a different film from
what my girls and [ had come to see, were following us into our movie theater. |
can’t even remember what we saw that night; I was much too focused on Mark,
who was sitting directly behind me, ﬂirting, whispcring in my ear, playing with
my hair, and giving me cute love taps on my back and shoulders like we were
first—graders. He barely had to form the words in his mouth to ask me for my
number; my digits were already written on a wrinkled picce of notebook paper,

ready to slide his way.

He called me the next day, and we talked about cverything under the sun and
nothing at all, 10ng after I'd crawled up under my covers, 10ng, even, after my
mother burst into my room yclling, “I know you're not still on the phone!” A few
days after thar, right after we'd finished kil]ing the all—you—can—ﬁat buffet at
Denny’s, he kissed me, smiled, then took off into the aisle of the parking lot and



did a series of cartwheels on the asphalt. When he somersaulted for me, I fell for
him. Hard.

It didn’t take long for us to become exclusive. We never really said we were,
cither; we just fell into it. He was my first love—the first man I gave myself to
emotionally, mentally, physically. I knew he considered me his woman because
he was taking me around his friends all the time and we spent quite a bit of time
at his house, where his mother always welcomed me with open arms. She liked
that I was polite and respectful—that the moment I stepped through that front
door, I'd make a beeline to wherever she was, give her a hug, and ralk to her
politely and with respect. To this day, she'll say that’s what she always loved
about me—that I never acted like any of those hot-tailed girls who'd go over
there and ignore her, like her son was the one paying the rent and light bill.
That's not the way I was raised. If there’s grown folk in the room, I speak.

[ wanted a forever love with Mark. If that man had said he was ready to have
babies and get married, I would have had a pastor and an obstetrician lined up
within the hour. Without hesitation, I would have marched right down the aisle
with him. [ wanted to be married because that’s the one thing [ was sure of: that
[ would make a good wife and a hell of a mother. I wanted Mark to be my

husband.
Mark saw things differentiy.

There was some sense to it: though he was a year older than me, he wasn’t
ready for “I dos” and babies. Hell, we were babies ourselves. While T was
determined to move forward, Mark was still trying to find his footing in the
world. Coiiege wasn’t an option; Mark tried it for a semester or two, but he
hated school and wasn’t up for juggiing classes and work. Of course, without a
formal eoiiege education, his employment options were limited, and even when
he did get hold of a decent job Working in the receiving and packaging
department at Washington National Airport, he bareiy made enough o pay rent
on his own apartment, keep food in his refrigerator, pay his bills, and have a
little left over to enjoy his life. He was trapped. Damn if he was going to get a
wife and baby eaught up in that web while he was still trying to figure it all out.

In 1987, when T went off to my freshman year at North Carolina A&T, our
reiationship, in my mind, was solid. Though we would be separated, we were
ready to conquer the world together. But by the time I finished up my spring
semester, he was aiready puiiing away from me. Chalk it up to inexperience or
being drunk in love, but I was too blind to see that we were growing apart and



that his heart wasn’t in it like it was in the beginning. In just one short academic
year, we were through. He tried to let me down gently, but I was intent on
fighting for our love. “You're better than me,” he said one night while I lay in his

arms. “You need to leave me alone.”

His words felc like a punch to my gut. I'd seen enough men in our
neighborhood give up, especially after they felt like the world had turned its
back on them. Hell, I'd seen it happen with my own family, with my own facher,
whose temper, fired up from returning home from Vietnam to a country that
refused to treat him as an equal, had landed him in jail on one too many
occasions. He would get mad, get into an argument with someone, and the next
thing we knew, he would be locked up. That was an entree to his dance with
poverty; a black man with a record can’t count on a good job and a paycheck—
not when he has to check a box on a job application that identifies him as a
former convict. Where there is no job, there is no money, and where there is no
money, there is trouble. My father was a good guy, but his demons haunted him,
and he struggled to escape their wrath on his own.

In my mind, all Mark needed was a hand up. I wasn’t about to leave him in

the elements. That was my man. [ was going to fight for him.

“Look, I know it’s hard out here, but we can do it together,” T insisted as 1
hugged him a lictle tighter. “I'm working,” T said, referring to the job I had
waitressing on the boat. “I'm going to be making some decent money soon and
we'll be able to get us a place, and when T finish school, there'll be even more for
us. Let me help you.” At the time I was pursuing that engineering degrce, and
while T wasn’t on course to give Steve Jobs a run for his money, I always knew

hOW to WOTk, hOW to hustle.

[ kissed his lips and neck and tickled him a little, 100king to 1ight€n the
mood, but his energy was off. It was clear there would be no cartwheels to

express his love like he’d done that time in the parking lot when we first met.

Something had shifted. And then he got dark.

[ didn’t mean to, but while I was trying to lighten the mood, I reached up to
play with a gold chain he was wearing and accidentally broke it, and Mark got
angry—thc maddest I'd ever seen him. He raised his voice and said the meanest

things. I couldn’t understand where the sudden rage was coming from.
“But I love you,” I insisted, crying. “I thought you loved me, too!”

He didn’t. That ﬁght—simple yet decisive—was the end of us.



Who was [ fooling? By the next weekend, I'd climbed into my cutest, shortest
dress and my highest heels and made sure my hair and makeup were just right
and grabbed my girlfriend Tracie and went down there to Chapter 111, the
hottest dance club in DC, tucked in the shadow of the Capitol. “I just need to
get out this house,” I told her.

“Uh-huh,” Tracie said, laughing. “You know we're going over there because
Mark is going to be there.”

“Whatever,” I huffed. “You know the drill.”

She was right, I knew Mark would be there, and I wanted him to see me—to
know what he'd given away. And I'm not going to front: I wanted to see him,
too, to win him back. Today, I know that in marching myself to this lair, I was

giving away all my power. But at nineteen, this seemed like a brilliant idea.
[t wasn’t.

Mark got all in his feelings when he spotted me dancing and grinning in front
of some guy who was smiling back at me and making it clear that he was
interested. Mark marched right up to us, snatched my arm, and grabbed me up
like he was my daddy and [ was his errant five—year—old child.

“Don’t get cute,” he said, sneering.

“What are you talking about?” T yelled, pulling away. “You're the one who

wanted to break up.”

“That doesn’t mean you come to the club looking like that, throwing yourself

at other random dudes!” he screamed directly in my face.

By now we were causing quite the scene. The crowd starced 1€aning in to see
what all the commotion was about, and there was some jostling and more
yelling, and Tracie was trying to get between us to calm me down and Mark was
waving his arms and roaring. It quickly escalated out of control. No punches
were thrown, but there was cnough of 2 commotion to draw the attention of the
club’s bouncers, who made quick work of moving bodies to get to the center of

the action.

Next thing [ know, the bouncers put us out of the club, but Mark gets to stay!
The bouncers didn’t touch him. But the girls? Sidc~€y€. They had us hemmed in
and pinned up and we were screaming and cursing and trying to pul] back our
arms and tug down our miniskirts, which had risen so high in all that ruckus

that our asses were showing! [ tried desperately to pry the bouncer’s vise grip oft



my wrist to stop him from making my new watch dig into my skin; that was a
piece I'd just got from Cosmo, a trendy store where Tracie and I got our fly gear.
We knew we were cute when we climbed into our outfits from Cosmo, destined
for big things. But on that night, we were just some hood rats starting fights and
getting booted out the club. Everybody was staring as that bouncer dragged us
through the crowd. “Shut up, with your weave,” one man yelled, practically
spitting at us, as we passed by. Tracie managed to yank herself away from the
bouncer long enough to grab her hair and shove it toward that man’s face.

“Yo, this is my hair, bitch!” she screamed, before the bouncer grabbed her
again and recommenced to pushing and dragging us to the front of the club. He
pressed his man hands on our backs and shoved us out the door.

“Get out!” he said. “And don’t come back.” I was undone. I had always been
the good girl. T followed the rules. Any drama I encountered was usually on the
stage. This was new for me. And I wanted no part of it.

But guess who was back ac the club, in line with shades on, the very next
weekend?

There were plenty of examples of marriages that lasted in my immediate family,
but no one was telling us to pull up a chair and get some firsthand instruction
on how to make relationships work. And closer to home, in the rough-and-
tumble neighborhood where Mark and T lived, singie mothers struggled and
made do, even and especiaiiy since the presence of fathers and father figures was
in all too short suppiy. Peopie went together, sure. That was human. But staying
together? That was a whole different beast. Youth, inexperience, environment,
and a lack of relationship role models made my union with Mark a recipe for

disaster.

Still, T wanted him. And I tried my best to get that through his thick skull,
even after he grabhed me and so enraged me that [ got kicked out of the club. “I
don’t understand Why you want to break up. We're going piaees,” [ reasoned. “I

love you. We can do this together. [ won't let you fall.”

By now Mark was seeing things differentiy and wasted not one second
entertaining my “you and me against the world” fantasy. “Let me expiain it to
you like this,” he said. “You're like an old favorite hag. When I don’t want to use

it anymore, | put it away on a shelf.”



Now, I know a dis when I hear one, and I've never been one to hold back my
tongue, but when I heard that I was rendered speechless. I admit, I didn’t know
what, exactly, to make of what he was saying: Was it that he loved me, but he
wasn't ready to be with me? Was it that I was old faithful, the one he would
always remember as “The One™ Was I the old bag that you used to love but now
that it’s all old and raggedy, you keep it around for sentimental reasons, but as
soon as you get your check, you head to the store in search of something new?

“Forget him,” my friend Pam said, seething, after I recounted Mark’s analogy.

”

“You're not an old-ass bag!” She was pissed. I was simply heartbroken.

It would be a good year before we got back together, and for a while in those
months, our lives changed in immeasurable ways, with my trajectory rising as
Mark’s remained stagnant. By then, in the summer of 1991, I'd moved out from
my father’s basement and into my own apartment, I'd gotten myself another
good job singing and performing on a cruise boat, and I'd finally gotten up the
cash T needed to pay off my tuition at and get my transcript from North
Carolina A&T and pay my way at Howard University, where I'd transferred in
as a theater major. I had my act together.

Mark, however, was still struggling. In the time that he was busy breaking up
with me, he’d managed to get not one, but two women pregnant, just months
apart. His daughters came into this world with a father who was increasingiy

overwhelmed by all of his responsibilities.

Though [ knew about all of this—the other women, the babies, the struggiing,
his increased despondenee—I still wanted him back, and eventuaiiy he felt the
same. It’s not just that he was eharming, that he was beautiful, that he had swag
and knew how to dress, or that he smelled good. It wasn't that he’'d made it clear
that the old bag he'd tucked up on the shelf in the back of his closet was in
fashion again. It was that I saw the good in him. So I forgave him, even though
he wasn’t trying to call a thing a thing. [ was too busy giving our reiationship—
indeed, us—my all to get hung up on the breakups or the titles. I even aeeepted
and embraced his babies, hanging out with and heiping care for them when they
visited Mark. How could I be anything different under those circumstances? I
was maternal in that way; | love babies. But even more, it wasn’t an option for
me to reject my man'’s children. How, after all, can you love 2 man and not his
offspring? Plus, 'm a firm believer that when you agree to take somebody back,
you Open your arms not just to the reiationship, but everything your significant



other is bringing back with them. If T was going to love him fully, I was going to
have to love his children.

Still, no matter the intentions, no matter the effort, we just couldn’t get our
shit together. We were reckless and dramatic. Thank God we didn’t have social
media and camera phones back then. We'd have definitely been all over
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram had someone caught that one Valentine’s Day
when I was ringing Mark’s phone all afternoon and he didn’t answer. “Where the
hell are you?” I sneered into the answering machine. “You can call me when you
need the car and all that, but you can’t call me on Valentine’s Day?”

All T saw was bloodred as I sped over to his place in my Pulsar, and that
bloodred in my eyes began to pulse when I looked up at his window and saw
lights flickering. The television was on. I saw action—life going on up there.
Then I saw his friend Jerry look out the window. Damn if T was going to stand
down on that street and let him get away with ignoring my phone calls.

He lived in a building that required you get buzzed in, but I knew how to
snatch the security entrance door just right and get through all of that. In a
flash, T was up the stairs, banging on the door, demanding he let me in. “Open
this door!” I yelled as I rained my pounding fist on his apartment door. “I saw
Jerry looking out the window and I can hear the TV. Open up!”

Finally, Mark snatched open his door. Standing just behind him was one of
the mothers of his children, coat on, their baby in a car seat, preparing to leave.
The sight of them made my heart stop; I was crushed. There he was standing in
his apartment with his little famiiy, and there I was, standing on the outside of

his home and his heart on Valentine’s Day. I was broken.
“Yall having family day, bitch, and it’s Valentine’s? For real?” I yeHed.

Now, being mature and rational with the hindsight of a grown-up, I can look
back at that moment and acknowledge that maybe, just maybe, she was there for
something other than a Valentine’s Day celebration. She could have been pieking
up some money for the baby, or maybe she'd dropped her child off for a visit
with her father and was there, at that moment, to piek up her kid. Either of
those scenarios would have made perfeet sense. But there is no rational thinking
when you're immature, in love, and desperate to mend what’s irreparable.
Rather than talk it out, we commenced to tussiing. With all the commotion,
neighbors were peeking out of doors and teiling us to shut up and threatening to
call the poiiee. He was trying to get me to leave, but I was too busy puiling
curses up from deep inside my chest—words I was using to cut him down to the



white meat. We wrestled all the way to the elevator. Finally, a neighbor yelled
down the hallway. “Look, they called the cops. Yall better get out of here!”

I hopped in my car so fast, head spinning, clothes disheveled, head pounding.
I'd had enough; right then, I decided it was over. I went home, played some
Phyllis Hyman on my stereo, and drank my wine to get over his ass once and for
all. Two hours later, he was back at my door, begging me to let him back in.

This is my one love story—all at once extraordinary and ordinary. It is the song
that women sing every day, the lyrics melancholy but hopeful, sometimes angry,
reflective. Always full of longing. I wanted Mark. He wanted me back. But the
divide between us was too far to cross, and neither of us had the tools—
communication skills, trust, focus, patience—to build that bridge to get one
another. The truth is we were very much like the main characters in Baby Boy,
the movie in which ]ody, portrayed by Tyrese Gibson, and Yvette, my character,
consistently struggled to overcome issues with infidelity, commitment, single
parenting, and immacurity. But unlike in the movie, in which Jody gets himself
together, gives up his immature ways, and commits to being with Yvette and
their son, ours was not a happy Hollywood ending. The truch is, Mark wasn’t
through breaking my heart, and to this day, [ am still recovering,. The hard truch
is, I allowed it all.



6
Single Mother

Our breakup was short-lived. T knew I was pregnant that night in the summer

of 1993 when my baby was conceived. After we made love, T fell asleep in Mark’s
arms and had a dream so vivid, it should have been pinstriped and in
Technicolor: T was sitting on the bed in my apartment, back straight as an
arrow, a smile as bright as the sunlight streaming through the window, with my
hands outstretched. In them was a tight, tiny bundle wrapped in blue. “I'm
pregnant,” I blurted out when I opened my eyes. Mark, freshly showered and
shaved, was sitting at the foot of the bed, pulling on socks, getting himself ready
for work. He didn’t even bother looking up at me. “Yeah, whatever, Taraji. No

"M

you ain’t.

Sure enough, God had plzmtcd a little butterﬂy in my cocoon. Lord, I was so
happy. Not in the sense of some pop—cultural fascination with baby bumps, cute
pregnancy clothes, and balloon-filled baby showers, or a naive teenager’s
obsession with wanting a tiny, powder—sccnted, doll-like little one to hug on and
snuggle; [ wasn’t sitting in class, drawing pink bubble hearts around a 10ng list of
baby names in my English notebook and imagining what my pregnant belly
would look like or which cute boy in my school would make the prettiest litele
girl. [ was more into the Leave It to Beaver aspect that came with parenthood—
the caretaking part of it all. This was the family dynamic [ saw around me: when
[ looked at my extended family, [ saw mothers keeping beautiful homes and
raising their children with stern, 10ving hands, and fathers protecting and
providing for their families. Sure, my mother raised me all on her own, but she
was no different from the majority of the women in my famﬂy who were
married with kids. All of them relished their role as their famﬂy’s caregiver and
nurturer, having a hot breakfast ready for their kids in the mornings, sending
their children to school freshly dressed like a million bucks, making sure that



when company came through, not so much as a speck of dust was on the coffee
table, doing what it took to remind their men that they were kings of their
castles. That vision of domesticity was ingrained in my DNA, and I've never
strayed far from the ideal. Even as a lictle girl, I would set up all my uleragirly
toys—my play iron and ironing board, my kid kitchen, my pretend vacuum
cleaner, all of that—and imagine I was the lady of the house, cooking dinner and
doing laundry while waiting for my husband to get in from work. Barbie? Please
—she couldn’t do a thing for me but remind me that I didn’t have much. Barbie
had it all, condos, shoes, cars. Hell, just having Barbie would have broken the
bank, considering all the accessories you had to buy to make her extra fly. T was
much more into changing pampers on doll babies, pretend feeding them bottles
and smushed applesauce and peas, and then play rocking them to sleep. That
instinct—that desire for motherhood, marriage, and domesticicy—only grew
stronger after puberty hit and stronger still after T trotted off to Howard in
pursuit of an acting career. It bloomed right along with every other facet of me.

When I found out I was pregnant, [ was still a junior at Howard but in a
good place—paying my way through school, living in my own apartment,
making good money as a supervisor on the Odyssey, another dinner cruise ship
that operated on the waters of the Potomac. I'd even started making some noise
in theater at Howard, getting my due onstage and puiiing in some cash at gigs
around town. What’s more, the moment we confirmed with a doctor that I was,
indeed, pregnant, the Mark I fell in love with showed up and put in the work to
support our unborn child and me. Truiy he was an angei: he made sure I ate,
picked me up from and took me to my doctor’s appointments and class and
grocery shopping, rubbed my back when it was sore, and fell down to his knees
right beside me when I prayed for our bahy. He was aiways quick with bringing
the fun to it all; piiiow fights were standard, piayfui name—caiiing essential. He
kept me iaughing. Content. He even started showing up to famiiy functions with
me, something he’d never done in all the years we'd been togethcr. My aunties
would hug and kiss him, and my uncles would siap him on the back and make
him feel welcome. I'd be by his side, hcaming, gratefui that he was there and
totaiiy saying to myseif, Finally we're going to be a real family. He gets it. We saw
nothing but good things for our bahy. And for us.

Of course, my mother saw my pregnancy a litele different]y. When I told her
the news, she freaked out. It was, “Oh my God, this is the end ofyour career!”
and “Oh my God, your life is over!” She threw in “Oh my God, how will you
manage all this?” too, convinced that because Mark and I were not married, I

would be every bit as emotionaiiy and financiaiiy drained as she was as a singie



mom. The wedding ring—and the commitment that came with it—mattered.
Her concerns were valid, I guess. She knew firscthand, after all, how hard it was
to be a single parent, to juggle motherhood and a career without the stability
that comes with a second parent consistently present, and to be physically,
emotionally, and financially accountable to raising a child alone. She knew, too,
the pressure that both a mother and her child feels when they're the ones that
everybody is whispering about—when they’re the ones carrying the burdens of
stereotypes and low expectations and the avalanche of statistics that insist that
kids from “broken” homes won’t make it.

I knew the stakes, too. I am, after all, the product of a single-parent
houschold—the only child in my extended family to grow up in a nontraditional
home in the inner city. My mother constantly struggled under the mental,
emotional, and financial weight of providing for herself and me, and T felt that
pressure every time my mother had to go to work rather than stay home with
me, every time we left my aunts’ spacious homes in the suburbs and came back
to our tiny apartment in the inner city, every time my mother had to tell me,
with tears in her eyes, that she just couldn’t afford things that seemed to be a
given in two-parent houscholds, from exotic vacations to fancy clothes to college
tuition. I borrow from Langston Hughes’s poem “Mother to Son” in saying this:

Life ain’t been no Crystal stair for my mother or for me.

Still, there was never a question about whether I could or would keep my
baby. When those two red lines slowly crept into view on that home pregnancy
test, there wasn’t a second of hesitation. I knew God intended it and that I could
handle what was to come. I didn’t want anybody crying for me, even and
especially my overly worried mother. Besides, Mark and I were still together,
and though we were not married, I fully believed he would be a good father to
our baby and a sound partner in parenting. When my mother freaked out, I put
the grown woman in my voice and let her know what was up: “\X/hy you over
there crying and stuff?” I asked, annoyed. “T can’t have negativity. [ won'’t have it!
This baby is not a disease. You're up here acting like I'm fifteen and in high
school. I'm twenty—four years old, in college, paying my own way, and I'm on the
dean’s list. There are other things you could be freaking out about; this ain’t it.

“I don’t need anything from you except your unconditional support,” | added.
“I'm having a happy, hcalthy baby and I'm thrilled abourt it, and if you and your

famﬂy aren’t down for that, 'm not coming around.”

I thought she was going to come out of the phone and choke me; you don't
talk to black mamas like that. Instead, she dried up those tears real quick.



She was the undercard fight, though. Breaking the news to my facher? That
was the main event. Of him, I was scared. He had gotten his act together. He was
a born-again Christian by then, firm in his beliefs about what was moral, and 1
was about to tell him that his liccle girl was with child, thus confirming
unequivocally that I was having premarital sex. Surely, I would incur a wrath of
biblical proportions. Even my stepmother was scared for me.

“Did you tell Henson yet?” she asked when I called and broke the news.
“No,” I said meekly. “I'm telling you first.”
She paused. “Okay,” she said all slow. “Hold on, here you go.”

She handed the phone to my father and before he could get the receiver to his
car, he was asking, “What's up? What's up?” loud and obnoxious. He knew there

Was News.
“What's up, Dad. 'm pregnant,” I said, quiet and slow.
“What?” he asked.

“I'm pregnant,” I said again, this time more clearly.

Dad was silent, no doubt letting the news sink in. But only for a beat. “Praise
God,” he yelled into the receiver. “Praise God! That's a blessing, baby! I'm
coming to take you to breakfast. Let’s celebrate!”

No more than a half hour later, he was at my doorstep, grinning and
gmbbing my hand and tucking me into the front seat of his pickup truck. We
ended up at McDonald’s; T sat across from him with my pregnanc-lady appetite
and that big breakfast special—the one with the pancakes, eggs, and sausage.
And as [ stuffed my face, Daddy spoke good things into me. “Let me tell you
something,” he said, 1€aning in. “Hold your head up high. A baby is a blessing.
This is going to be your strength right here. It ain’t gonna stop you.”

He knew like I knew that God doesn’t make mistakes and my son was put
into my life at that speciﬁc moment for a reason. He was right: every moment
with my baby in my bclly made me stronger and more focused. I was cxactly
what I told my mother I would be: a happy, fac, pregnant woman who got salty
only when she was hungry. [ didn’t have morning sickness. My hair was thick,
beautiful, and 1ong. I got around campus to every one of my classes all winter
1ong, without missing so much as a lecture or an assignment. [ didn’t consider it
hard, it just was what it was. [ got acclimated and refused to treat my pregnancy
as though it were an obstacle. I was boisterous and in—your—face with it. Of



course, there were haters and naysayers sneaking looks at my belly and
whispering, “Taraji’s pregnant,” and praying for my downfall. They thoughe I
would stop. Little did they know, I was just getting started.

The first person I made this clear to was my drama professor Mike Malone. I
marched my fat ass right up to him one afternoon and called his name like only I
could.

“Oh God,” he said, shaking his head and laughing. He always did that when
he saw me coming; he used to tell me all the time that I reminded him of my
idol, Debbie Allen, with whom he was close. I was a spitfire, he’d say, just like
her. “What do you want?”

“Look here: dont you bench me because I'm pregnant,” I said through
clenched teeth, my belly poking through my T-shirt. “Just because I'm fat doesn’t

mean anything.”

And when auditions came for a play Mr. Malone was directing called E Man, 1
waddled my fat ass in there and sang the hell out of the audition song and did
the choreography, big belly and all, and then I leaned into my right hip and
looked at him dead in the eye.

Mr. Malone gave me that part, but not out of pity. I earned it. The play was
about a man’s actributes and all the personalities attached to them, each of
which came to life. I p]ayed his eheating wife, and Mr. Malone switched up the
part a bit so that my pregnancy made sense: under the rewrite, my character was
supposed to be pregnant and unsure of whether it was her husband or her side
picce who'd fathered the child. T was doing ehoreography on that stage and
eiimbing up ladders and doing everything a nonpregnant person would have
done, so much so that people were convinced that T was wearing a pregnancy
piliow to get through it all. “How are you doing that?” they kept asking. “It looks

like you're pregnant for real.”
“Tam,” I'd say, and keep right on moving,.

Nobody gave me grief after that, because I didn’t give anyone a reason to
think for even a second that I couldn’t handle the work that acting involves, the
academics, and the pregnancy. My core group of friends—artsy folk who had
nothing but love in their hearts—had my back, and that’s all that mattered to
me. That’s all T ever required—support for my journcy.



[ went into labor on Mother’s Day, just after Mark took our mothers and me to
dinner. I'm at least 95 percent positive I ate my way into the contractions. The
whole time T was stuffing my face, Mark was clowning with me like he always
did, calling me a beached whale and a few other things that had me cackling and
feeling good. I swear, all that teasing is the reason why Marcell came out looking
just like his daddy; they've got the same head and eyes, the same thick, hard,
leathery hands. Marcell is Mark’s boy, indeed. And Mark was so excited to be his
father. He was Johnny-on-the-spot when it came time to beat it over to
Presbyterian Hospital in Washington, DC, just blocks from Catholic University;
it was he who helped me into the wheelchair and rushed me through the halls
into the emergency room. My God, he was so excited and nervous, he was
bumping me all into the walls. “Calm down, dammit, you're going to make me
have the baby right here in this chair!” I yeiied after he pushed me right nto a

wall, too clumsy with excitement to steer the damn thing,

He was equally antsy in the labor and delivery room, as was my entire
entourage of family and friends who came to witness my son’s birch. Mark
alternately celebrated with his boys in the hospital parking lot and in the room
with me, where he did everything from read the newspaper to catnap. And when
I took to the hallway to walk through the labor pains, he and my parents led the
pack. Every time I had a contraction, I would stop and the group would stop,
too, and stare at me, and then when the pain subsided and I could see something
other than stars, I'd walk again and they would, too. We were causing such a
ruckus that at some point, one of the nurses came out and let us have it. “You
know there are other people giving birth here,” she said, huffing. “You can’t have
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She didn’t have any more probiems out of us when it came time to push,
though. Mark was front and center, with the camera to his eye, aimed at the
miracle reveaiing himself on the deiivery table. When Marcell finaiiy made his
big debut, Mark iay on top of me and cried tears so joyous, so infectious,
everyone else in the room fell out in tears, too. “You gave me a son,” he said, in
Compiete euphoria as our baby, Wrapped in a bundle of blue just like in my

dream, nuzzied against my ChCSt.

[t was beautiful, and it stayed that way for a while, too; Mark was an
attentive dad in the beginning, picking up and dropping oft the baby while 1
took my classes and went to work, making sure [ had what I needed to juggie the
demands of both school and my job while parenting a newborn. We were doing



exactly what I'd envisioned for us: we were a family, and I was holding us down

while helping Mark see that life could be good if we worked together.

But the novelty wore off and life got real again. With his work schedule, my
classes, a new baby, and the physical and financial difficulty of juggling it all,
tensions ran high in my apartment, which we were now sharing. Finally, his
temper started getting the best of him and the closer we became, the more
complex things got, the more violent he became. It started with him barking at
me when [ asked simple questions, and quickly escalated to confrontation when
I'd question his whereabouts or why he would show up late picking me up from
work. The curses would fly and there would be a grab or two, especially if 1
called him out on his bullshit. T found myself screaming at him more and more,
as his excuses for not being around became more implausible and his
accountability less dependable. Just when I thought it couldn’t get worse, things

esealated.

[ hardly ever questioned his whereabouts. He was a grown man, and I trusted
him, so, like a dummy, I believed Mark when he said he was out with the baby
or doing odd jobs or looking for work. But on this one particular evening, he
had my car and T was late for work on the cruise ship, where I was the
SUpervisor, responsib]e for making sure everything and everyone ran smoothly.
What kind of example would T set as a supervisor by showing up late? T was
pacing back and forth, mad as hell, punching Mark’s pager number into the
house phone and standing over the receiver, cursing as | waited for him to call
me back. Marcell, who was about a year old and just 1earning how to walk, was
trying to keep up with my pacing. He was only a baby, but he could sense my

distress.

Finaliy, [ heard Mark’s key rattiing in the front door a good half hour after I
was supposed to have punehed in at my job. I was undone. “Where the hell you
been with my car?” | yeiled as he pushed the door open. “You know I had to be at

work. You're so damn disrespeetfui!”

| Whooped. He Whooped. Then, the next thing [ knew, Mark’s balied—up fist
was coming straight for my face. I fell onto the bed crying and holding my
mouth; blood seeped oft my iips and across my teeth, washing a nasty, bitter,
metallic taste over my tongue. Droplets splashed across my shoes, the dark red
slowly creeping into the fibers ofmy suede boots. Marcell’s screams rose into the
air, thick and piercing. It was just like the scene from Baby Boy in which Yvette



finds the condoms in the backseat pocket of her car and confronts Jody about
his cheating ways, only to get socked dead in her eye for her troubles. Life

imitating art.

I pulled my hand from my mouth and looked at the blood on my trembling
fingers. Tears formed in my throat, traveled up to my nose, and finally pooled
into my eyes. My words crackled like thunder. “This is over! Get your shit and
get out!” I growled as I rushed toward the phone. Mark already was headed to
the closet to get his things when I began dialing my facher’s house; he was crying
and snatching the drawers of the bureau open and stufting his clothes into a bag
when my lictle sister, April, answered the phone. All she heard was her big
sister, seventeen years her senior, screaming and crying into the receiver;
without my having to articulate a word, she started screaming, too, calling for

my father.
“What's wrong, baby?” my facher said, terror ringing his words.
“Daddy, I need you!” I yeiled.

I didn’c have to say anything else. I don’t know if he took a jet plane over or if
he had a police escort to clear traffic, but I do know this: he was at my door
within five minutes of that phone call. April, lictle squirt wich plaits and
barrettes and baubles in her hair, burst througb the door and made a beeline for
her nephew, scooping him up into her arms as she tried to soothe him. She was
frantic. By contrast, my father, eeriiy, was the picture of calm. He walked slowly
toward the closet where Mark was paeking with his hands in his poekets, and
when Mark was in his line of sight, Daddy planted himself on the hardwood

ﬂOOI', towering over my SOOH’tO'bC CX, and St?lI"Cd hlm dOWH.

“You didn’t have to put your hands on her,” he said, finally, siowly, which
surprised me. All my life, after all, Daddy was the one you called only when you
were ready to launch the nuclear bomb. You didn’t ask for his heip with
inconsequential things, because when he arrived on the scene, his guns were
already biazing and he was taking out everything n sight. Survivors weren’t an
option. | expeeted my father to rip Mark from limb to limb. Daddy later told me
that despite his newiy Christian ways, he’d had a sixch sense that Mark had hit
me and had aetually plotted a way to kill Mark in the moments it took him to
get to my plaee. “I 1itera11y was going to walk in, snap his neck, throw him over
the baieony, and call the cops,” he said, a sinister look darkening his cyes. “Id
pianned on teiling the police, ‘It was self-defense. Look at my daughter’s mouth.’



But I prayed to God all the way over here; my grandson was in this room and I
couldn’t take his father.”

Instead, Daddy faced off against the man who'd bloodied his daughter by
talking racionally. “I understand it’s hard out here for a man,” Daddy told Mark.
“But you're better than that. This is my daughter you hit. She’s a woman. Real
men don’t do that.”

Mark stood there and cried while my father gave him a heart-to-heart speech
about how he'd done the same thing to my mother, and how it had ruined his
relationship with her and had obliterated his chances of being a full-time father
to the love of his life, me. I knew firsthand that this was something my father
had long regretted, and over the years, after he cleaned himself up and got
himself together and found God, he made a point of apologizing to both my

mother and even her husband for laying hands on her.

I didn’t want an apology from Mark. Though our relationship had long been
rocky, it hadn’t been physically abusive until that evening. Still, T knew that if it
happened once, it would happen again and again. His punch knocked me into
reality; like a dog who tastes bloody meat and never, ever wants to go back to
dry kibble, a man who hits his lover once will never go back to keeping his
hands to himself in the middle of an argument. I knew that well, especially
because I was the produet of an abusive re]ationship. “That’s a seed I sowed.” my
father would say days later, after Mark was gone. “I knew I would pay for what I
did to your mother, that it would come back through one of my babies. This is
my fault.”

It wasn’t anyone’s fault, and I was no one’s victim. We simply couldn’t work it
out. Like my mother before me, I made the difficult decision to cut off the
romantic relationship with the father of my child, not just for my sake, but also
for that of my baby boy. With that separation, my forever man, my first love,
was no more, and my dream of building a family with him was over. In so many
judgmental eyes, I'd become another statistic: a haby mama. But if one tucks
that judgment in a back pocket for even a second and surveys the situation with
ciear—eyed focus, my becoming a single mother wasn’t about being an
irresponsibie woman with a child; for me, it was about making a sound

parenting decision that would uitimately save our lives.

Of course, choosing to be a singie mother, even under such dire
circumstances, still opened me up to some severe criticism. The common-held

assurnption used to be that if there’s no diamond on the ring finger of the hand



pushing the baby stroller, the mother attached to it must be an irresponsible,
lazy ass who got pregnant by accident (or on purpose so she could live off the
government, depending on who's standing on the Single Moms Suck soapbox),
and the poor baby in said stroller is either a mistake, a statistic, or a paycheck.
Hardly anyone ever considers that the children of black single mothers are made
from love—that we care deeply about our babies and, like any mother with a
heart that beats and a mind that is reasonably right, want the very best for them.

Charge that to the national conversation on parenting and motherhood,
which has, for the longest time, relegated moms of color and single moms of all
races, ethnicities, and backgrounds to the media equivalent of the children’s
table, where we're all too often told to shut up while the “mainstream” moms
who stuck to the rules—“first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes baby
in the baby carriage”—have their say on everything from work-life balance and
stay-at-home mothering to mundane parenting matters, like teething, potty
training, and getting your kid to sleep through the night. The only time anyone
cares to hear our take on parenting, it seems, is when the conversation’s focus is
our pathology: dropout rates, poverty, crime, fatherlessness, the list goes on.
Sure, with time, the social ostracism attached to being a single mother has
diminished to some extent; chalk that up to the increase in our numbers across
race and class lines and the paparazzi lens that stays trained on movie stars and
pop singers happily raising their children alone, with neither apology nor guilc.
It helps, too, that the celebrity children of single moms make a point of telling
the world that their mothers are saints whose hard work, love, dedication, and
sacrifices saw them through. Hell, even presidents of the United States—four of
them, in fact—were raised by singlc mothers, a detail that, in the presidential
campaign and election of Barack Obama, was a point of pride, rather than a
mark against him.

Nevertheless, mention that you're a single mom, and all too many of us still
have to cut through a thick, gristly 1ayer of stigma before we're given our proper
due. I have to say, I'm consistently amazed at how pcrsonally peoplc take it when
a black single mom gets some shine for being a good mother to her children sans
the ring. Everyone, black people included, reserves a special kind of vitriol for us
single moms, Calling us and our children out of our names, with absolutc]y no
rcgard for the fact that we can be as smart, beautiful, and accomplishcd in our
own right and as passionate about our babies and our roles as moms as any
married mother. Each of us chose to have our babies. How, exactly, does the
choice not to be married to the fathers of our children personally affect our
critics? Are they any richer or poorer because of our decisions? Are their kids



missing out on something because I didn’t marry the facher of my child? Is che
carth about to spin off its rotational axis because my houschold mirrors the
houscholds of more than 7o percent of black households in which children are
being raised by a single parent? What I'm sure of is this: The grace and
understanding for the familial choices of married women is a given. The
humanity of single moms comes with asterisks, ridicule, and judgmental

questions.

So I'll set my personal record straight: my baby, Marcell Johnson, was most
certainly the product of a loving relationship. Yes, it was dysfunctional, sure; his
father and I were young, dumb, and clueless about how to make our partnership
work. But we did love one another and were in love when I got pregnant with
our son. Though Mark and I weren’t actively trying to have a baby together,

Marcell is not a mistake. He was—and always will be—wanted.

I never saw my baby as a roadblock to my goals or a strike against my ability
to do exactly what I planned to do with my life; I simply started planning and
dreaming about ways | would get what I wanted out of life while I had a baby on
my hip. Having my son gave me a laser-sharp focus. That is the miracle of single
motherhood: it is not easy to raise a human being with a partner, but doing so
alone requires a herculean effort that is all muscle and grit and sacrifice, built up
with repetitive sets of sacrifice. Whatever you gain, whatever you earn, you give
to your baby and you work triple hard to show your child—not anyone else—
that moving forward, no matter how tiny the steps, 1s possible. This is a single

mother’s love.



7
Going to Hollywood

I simply could not juggle caring for a newborn, finishing up my senior-year

classes, and working, so something had to go. It couldn’t be my kid or my
education, the one thing I was sure was going to open doors for me and, by
extension, my baby. So I went to the social services office and struggled through
the nastiness and contempt the social workers threw my way so that I could get
the food stamps, rent subsidy, and baby items I needed to keep us fed and
housed while I did what T had to do to graduate. I was not ashamed of this, not
even for a second: I'd been Working since age fourteen and, since age sixteen,
paying taxes into the system, which was designed, in part, speciﬂeaiiy to heip
families like mine sustain themselves while they did what they had to do to get
back on their feet. Public assistance gave me the support my famiiy needed. Sure
enough I graduated—I walked across that stage that fine day in May 1995 in my
cap and gown with Marcell in my arms to collect my bachelor’s degree in fine
arts. Shortiy after that fateful fight with Mark, I gave up my apartment in DC
and moved into my father’s home in Clinton, Maryland, to save money on rent

Q,Ild Continued to WOfk on thC Crew Of thC OdySSCy.

Now, even with the monumental education I got at Howard, it took me some
time to pursue my passion. | still had big dreams of being a star, but reaiity
deferred them. I was a singie mother with a baby o support on my own and bills
that weren't going to pay themselves. T was puiiing shifts and making enough
money to get back on my feet again, and eventuaily [ would stack enough cash to
buy myself a little town house somewhere down the line and live a decent life
raising my son. So focused was I on getting money and keeping up with my
responsibilities that 1 actuaiiy lost focus on the bigger prize: acting took a
backseat to the real-life hustle of single parenthood.



My father, who always saw bigger things for me, even when 1 didn't
immediately see them for myself, wanted me to have so much more. It was he
who tapped me on the shoulder one day, pulled my face toward his, and ordered
me to stop hustling backward. “What are you still doing here in Maryland?” he
asked me one day while I sat at the kitchen table feeding Marcell. T was in my
work clothes, ready to rush out for the evening shift, with an exclusive focus on

squaring my baby away before T hit the door.
“What do you mean?” I asked. “I got a job.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “But didn’t you graduate
with a degree in acting? Ain’t no acting jobs in Maryland. How you expect to

cacch fish on dry land?”

I looked at him, alternately confused and a tad annoyed by the conversation,
considering I had only a few more minutes before I needed to be on the other
side of town. I absentmindedly looked at my watch, then focused on putting the
last spoon of mashed potatoes and peas in my baby’s mouth. Daddy was
undeterred. “You gotta go where the fish are,” he said, this time more urgently.

“What you talking about? Fish?” I asked, even more annoyed.

“The jobs! You gotta go where the jobs are! Los Angeles!” he said,
exaspemted. “You want acting jobs, but they’re not here in Mary]and, they’re in

Los Angeles. Where your cousins are.”

He wasn’t 1ying. At the time, my cousin Dee was in Los Angeles with her son,
Bobby, who, inspired by my star turns at Howard, had become a child actor and
rapper. Little Bobby would always come to sec me in my plays, with his little
lemon head perched on a seat right on the front row, feet all dangling and
swinging above the floor. When I hit the stage, | would have to focus above his
head because he would be sitting there, staring up, beaming at me, smitten and
totally turned out by my acting—quite the sweet little distraction when I was
trying to stay in character, but a distraction nonetheless. Still, he got Cnough of
the acting bug to get good—good enough for a Maryland—based manager, Linda
Townsend of Linda Townsend Management, to send him on an audition in Los
Angeles, where he booked a gig on a UPN show called Minor Adjustments,
starring fellow Howard University alum Wendy Raquel Robinson.
Unbeknownst to me, Dad already had putina call to Dee, secing if she would be
open to me moving into the two-bedroom apartment she and Bobby were
staying in while the show’s season played out. She was on board. “I'm going to
send her out there with you, then,” Dad told Dee.



My father had a gift for putting an idea in your head and making you think
you came up with it. Before I knew it, I was chucking up deuces to that
comfortable life in Maryland and making plans to throw myself into the mix of
the cutthroat entertainment industry. At the time, I was a twenty-six-year-old
single mother—born and raised in the heart of Chocolate City with very little
professional acting experience on my résume, zero prospects for acting work,
and very few leads that could get me in the room with the people who could get
me auditions and jobs. In other words, to anyone even remotely familiar with
Hollywood and its inner workings, I would have been tagged casily with the
“least likely to succeed” stamp across my forehead. But none of that mattered to

me or my father or most anyone else who loved and wanted more for me.

Within days of my father putting that bug in my ear, I was considering where
I'd go to pursue my acting carcer. Today, with film productions opening up
work for actors and crews in nontraditional film cities like New Orleans,
Atlanta, Cleveland, Chicago, and the like, there are plenty of places an actress
trying to lay down roots can go to find work and a decent living, but back when
[ was first gecting started, there really were only two places for working actors:
New York for the theater scene and Los Angeles for film and television. After
some careful consideration, I nixed New York, because theater doesn’t pay, the
rent is too damn high, and finding affordable child care would have been about
as doable as catching a first-class ﬂight to Pluto. Besides, I was Checking for Cali
because T was seeing fellow Bisons on television: at that time, Wendy Raquel
Robinson, Paula Jai Parker, Anthony Anderson, Isaiah \X/ashington, and Marlon
Wayans were just a few of the Howard alums who were making a name for
themselves on both the small and big screens, and all of us who'd graduated

alongside and after them were Watching and marveling at their success. So |

decided. “You're right, Dad. California it is.”

A few months later, I made it to California on a buddy pass | bought for one
hundred dollars from a friend of mine who worked for an airline, with a mere
seven hundred dollars to my name and baby Marcell on my hip. Though I was
being managed by Linda Townsend back in Maryland, [ did not have an agent. |
did not have a place ofmy own. [ did not have a car. I did not have a job. I did
not have a SAG card, which would allow me to actuaily work as an actress. But [

was tl’lC uitimate hllSdCI‘, and by hOOk or crook, I was gOil’lg to bC a star.

Within days of landing at Los Angeles International Airport and dropping
oft my suitcases at Dee’s place, [ hit the ground running, signing up with a temp
agency and nailing down a job at an accounting firm. 1 prornptly made rnyse]f



completely indispensable so that I could make the argument for why they should
make me semipermanent rather than send me back to the temp agency, which
would have farmed me out all over the sprawling city at all hours of the day and
night. I had a baby and needed stability—a steady job with steady hours at the
same place each and every day so that I knew where I'd be, what time I could get
back home to my child, and when I'd be able to audition. In addition to working
my tail off and making myself indispensable, I played the single mom card to get
what I needed from the office manager. That single mother card is real—you
better understand and respect that. “Look,” T said, “I got a lictle baby and he
needs his mother. I'm a hard worker, I promise you that, but for the sake of my
baby, I need to have a schedule—some consistency. I can’t be sent to Woodland
Hills one day and to Beverly Hills on another. I need to be stationed at this

office with regular hours so I can get home to my son.”
The office manager cheerfully accepted my proposal.

“I came here to be an actress,” I said matter-of-factly as I grabbed a pen from
her desk and leaned into the paperwork she’d asked me to sign. “I'm telling you
this so that you know I'm going to need time to audition and work when I book
gigs.”

She smirked when I said that. T'll never forget that look—the curl of the lip,
the narrowed side-eye, that huff of air that she pushed up from her gut and
through her thin nostrils. I'd seen it before. It was that same dismissive “yeah,
right” look I got from a few of my classmates when I declared I could both be a
mother and graduate college on time. It was the look on those social workers’
faces when I told them I'd be on my feet soon enough. It was on the faces of a
few folks, too, when I announced I was 1€aving everyone | loved and all that I
knew to move to Hollywood in pursuit of an acting career. Though [ was used to
those smirks, they always rubbed me the wrong way, and I never forgot them.
But rather than discouragc me, they were like gallons of high—grade gasoline
adding fuel to my fire. I have faith in God, and I know my purpose, so | have no
need to be nasty about it when someone doubts me. I simply put my head down
and work hard while T wait for the tides to turn in my favor; that's when my
actions and my blessings speak volumes. My office manager wasn’t a believer,
but I'd gotten out of her exactly what [ wanted—a steady paycheck ata job that
afforded me steady hours.

When I collected my first check, I stacked it with the seven hundred dollars
rd brought with me to Los Angeles, and with the help of my cousin Dee, we
started ticking off the list of things [ needed to set up camp in Los Angeles. First



up was buying myself a used car. Dee kicked in some cash and took me over to
the airport, where they were holding car auctions, and helped me scoop up an
old Nissan Sentra. That thing was gray and dingy with a front driver’s seat belt
that tied over my lap, but I put Marcell’s old car seat in the back and I drove all
over Hollywood in that bad boy, without a care in the world how it measured
up to the more flashy cars in the ever-glamorous Tinseltown. I didn’t have one
problem showing up for auditions in my Nissan, with Marcell’s car seat, lictered
with Cheerios, goldfish crackers, and toys, filling up the backseat, and parking

between a Benz and a Porsche.

I hustled my way into an apartment, too. I didn’t dally while looking for this
place, because my cousin’s show was about to wrap up and Dee was heading
back to DC, so time was ticking. Plus, my credit was horrible, I wasn’t making
much money—about ten dollars an hour at the accounting firm—and I needed
to get in front of a property manager whom I could convince to rent to me, even
though my TransUnion and Equifax reports were shining a harsh fluorescent
light on the late credit card balances I was struggling to pay off while attending
college and caring for a new baby. In other words, a bitch couldn’t really afford
to be choosy. Almost as quickly as I started looking, I found a potential spot for
Marcell and me, a cute little studio apartment in a green garden bui]ding
surrounded by palm trees. “Oooh! This is so California!” I exclaimed when I saw
it.

I put on the best performance of my life to get the property manager, a sweet
little old black 1ady, to overlook all my financial issues and rent me that studio.
My award-worthy persuasion involved tears. I cried real tears for that place. “I
won't be late on my rent,” | said, water Welling in my eyes. “Tll keep my place
spotless, [ won’t make any noise or have any wild parties, no strangers coming in
and out of the property.” Then I went in for the kill, taking a breath and turning
on the full waterworks. “Please, I just got here and I'm trying really hard to
better my life. I need this place for me and my baby.”

She had a heart and gave me the keys to the apartment, for which T was so
grateful. But when I unpacked my suitcases and said good—byc to my cousin and
[ closed the door behind her and sat down on my chair with my baby in my lap,
somcthing just didn’t set right with me. Perhaps [ was experiencing a lictle bit of
postpartum deprﬁssion. [ was a new mother with a onc—year—old, sitcting in a
little-ass studio all alone, my support system—my parents, my friends, my rocks
—thousands of miles away on the other side of the country. Perhaps I was upset
that the studio apartment, though mine, didn’t stand up to even the bare-



minimum lifestyle I'd promised to build for my son. When I found out I was
pregnant, every night my prayer for my baby and me was that God would allow
me to provide for my son exactly what my mother had provided for me. I always
had my own bedroom; we always had a car; we always had food on the table, and
the lights were always on; we never had to move from place to place and were
never put out. Luxuries were scant, but we had the basics. Still, something else
was speaking to me. Call it a mother’s intuition.

Turns out my instincts were right.

It was a coworker who inadvertently let me know that T was living in one of
the sketchiest buildings in one of Hollywood’s sketchiest neighborhoods. T was
in the break room with him, unpacking my lunch, when T asked, quite

innocently, “Where’s the hood around here? T haven't really seen the projects.
What do they look like? Where I'm from, they're high-rises.”

“You know the little garden apartments? The ones that look like motels?” he
asked between sips of his coffee. “Those are low-income housing.”

“What? Really?” I asked, scunned. He was describing exactly where I lived. In
the hood!

[ took off my rose-colored glasses and started paying attention from that
moment on. One evening | arrived home late with Marcell bundled in my arms,
just in time to witness a lictle two—year—oid gir] Wandering around outside in the
Courtyard 100king lost, her hair unkempt, her clothes disheveled. T stopped n
my tracks and watched her in wonder, aiternately concerned she was going to
hurt herself or someone was going to snatch her, and curious, too, about Why,
exactiy, a toddler was teetering around in the dark by herself. Then a piercing
scream filled the air, startling me. “You triﬂing bitch, come get your daughter,” a

Latino woman y@iiCd from ti’lC baicony thﬁl’ apartment, a fCW ﬂights up.

Another woman, this one white, snatched open her door; a black man,
partiaiiy undressed, was standing just beyond her, as she leaned over the rail,
Caiiing out to her baby. [ don’t know if she was a whore or getting high oft crack
or what her deal was, but it sure put me on edge. A few days later, again when [
was arriving home late with my baby in my arms, | spotted a guy staiking
around, iooking like a total pedophiie. “That’s it,” I mumbled under my breath as
I jiggiﬁd the key in my door. “I gotta get out of here. I can’t do this anymore.” My
baby and I were on the move.

I'd visited my friend and fellow Howard alum Jemal McNeil at his place in

what is now known as Silver Lake, and reaiiy liked where he was iiving; it was an



apartment in a cluster of bungalows overlooking a private courtyard. It was very
family oriented; the landlord and her husband lived downstairs in a one-
bedroom, and another single mother lived in the other two-bedroom with her
son, who also happened to be Marcell’s age. As fate would have it, the two-
bedroom just above Jemal was available; the landlord’s mother had lived there
before she died, and her son, who inherited the property, couldn’t bring himself
to rent it out. The place was exactly as the mother had left it: old, with a granny
apple—green shaggy carpet and odd colors on the wall. But it was just perfect for
Marcell and me. T cried my way out of my lease at the hood spot—all that
landlord knew was that I had a family emergency and I needed to get away—
then got my little change together and my performance face on and told the new
landlord my story. T left there with the keys to my new place and a five-
hundred-dollar-per-month lease. T had just enough money to replace the ratey
shag carpet with some of that cheap, thin, gray carpet that buildings use in their
offices. It wasn’t much, but it had exactly what I needed: a parking spot, a
bedroom for my child, a friend downstairs who made it so that I felc safe, a
familylike atmosphere with a fellow single mom whose son got along with my
baby, a day care just down the street for Marcell, and a landlord who trusted 1
was going to do what I promised I would do. It wasn’t the most luxurious spot in
the world, but this time, it felc right.

“Okay,” I said, sitting down in my living room, peering into Marcell’s eyes.
“Now we can build.” In that moment, I couldn’c help but think that this was how
my mother must have felt when she got her first apartment when I was a young

girl.

Build is what I did. With a safe place to stay, a car, and a job, I could work on
my purpose: to become a big—time, paid, SAG—card—Carrying actress in the city
where stars are made. My manager from back home, Linda Townsend, put me in
touch with an agency whose sole direction was to get me the gigs | needed to
score that SAG card. I needed to book three roles as an excra, plus pay the $1,100
fee to join the union. Two of those extra roles came at my cousin’s job on Minor
Adjustments. It was a rclatively easy gig—nothing like the non-SAG hustle I had
to pull on Malcolm X—Dbecause my cousin took good care of me, 1etting me chill
in his dressing room and eat with him and his mom. The third role came when I
worked as an extra on 3rd Rock From the Sun, a sitcom on which my DC homcgirl
Simbi Khali was Working. Simbi, an alum of the Duke Ellington School of the
Arts, was an inspiration because she, too, had left DC and was doing exactly
what I wanted to do: making it in Hollywood. Every time I was around Simbi,
she would talk about the process—what it took to secure roles, how to hone my



craft, what events I should be sure to attend, the people I needed to know—and
[ absorbed it like a sponge. I'm grateful to her for that.

With her help, I became SAG eligible. And every time I would book a job
after that, I would chip away at that union fee uncil finally it was official: I was a
card-carrying member of the Screen Actors Guild. T was on my way to my
blessing—exactly what God intended for me, and everything I'd hustled
practically all my life to be: a working actress. This single mother was on a
mission not only to make that dream a reality, but also to be the finest example
of a success story for my son—to let him know that when I whispered in his ear,
“You can be anything, baby,” T wasn’t bullshitting. This, my story, is proof
positive of that.



8
Raising a Black Boy

My mother swears all the singing and dancing I did ac Howard University

when I was pregnant with Marcell made my baby push his way into this world
with a heart full of joy. I can’t say I disagree with her. Marcell was the cutest,
jo]iiest haby ever. He never cried, was never sick, and was aiways iaughing—a
bundle of dimples and giggles with the pull of a magnet. My study group would
show up to my apartment to go over lessons and scenes together and they'd
barely say hello to me at my front door before they rushed in looking for my
Marcell. There he'd be, tucked in his crib with John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme
ﬂoating from my boom box’s speakers, staring up at the gaggie of smiiing faces
cooing his way; he'd stick out his tongue, wave his little arms and iegs in the air,
and flash that mouthful of gums, and my classmates’ hearts would do Alvin
Ailey—worthy leaps across the room. The same was true when I'd take Marcell’s
little hand in mine and walk with him through the mall or the grocery store.
There he'd be, this sweet, huhbiy licele threc—year—oid, toddiing hy my side; he'd
bareiy kcep time with my stride as we tried to get some shopping done, oniy to
be stoppcd every ten feet or so to let a crowd of strangers ooh and ah over my
adorable haby. He was a rock star, my kid. The whole world loves a sweet little

chuhby brown boy.
Until they don’t. When they get some iength on those iegs and those baby

curls morph into a mass of naps, suddeniy evcrything is new. Where once
admirers saw cuteness, there is oniy thrcatening stereotype, and all chat
hrightncss that made those adorable little black boys irresistible s
overshadowed by the dark cloud of assumptions, disdain, and, yes, racism. This
is neither specuiation nor conjecture from an overiy sensitive mom; it is
verifiable, indisputable fact. Just a few years ago, headlines blared with news of
three different studies that showed that black boys as young as ten are mistaken



as more than four years older, are more likely to face police violence if accused
of a crime, and are often denied the assumption of innocence typically afforded
children when they act like, well, children. It is how Tamir Rice, a baby-faced
twelve-year-old kid playing shoot-em-up games with a toy gun, can get gunned
down by police within literally seconds of their arriving on the scene, with the
shooting officer saying he thought the boy looked like a twenty-year-old. It is
how Trayvon Martin’s killer can get away with claiming a skinny kid wearing a
hoodie in the rain, with Skittles and iced tea in his pockets, was a threat. It is
how a fourteen-year-old Emmett Till could end up at the bottom of the
Tallahatchie River, beaten, broken, gouged, and tied with barbed wire to a
cotton gin fan, and his killers could not only be acquitted of his murder, but go
on to brag about how that child “got what he deserved,” without any legal
repercussion. In other words, our babies—our sons—get buried in an avalanche
of low expectations, negative perceptions, oft-quoted statistics, and outright
danger that denies them their basic humanity. And it is hard as hell, as a mother
of a black male, to stand there with your baby in your arms, Watehing the clouds
form and the sky turn gray—hearing that rumbling thunder, knowing that an
immense, intense, never—ending storm of criticism, judgment, and outright

abuse is about to rain down on your son’s head.

For Marcell, it began as early as kindergarten, before he'd barely opened his
first pack of crayons—before, even, he could write his own name. It happened
right after school, when the sun is high and the kids are restless from a 10ng day’s
work and the teacher opens the door and shoos her young eharges outside to let
off a little steam before piekup. From what I gathered from the story, a few kids
from his class were jumping around, plotting out a game of hide-and-seck, when

Marcell tried to join in on the fun. “Can 1 play?” he asked.

One of his classmates was quiek to answer: “No,” he said, without even a

moment of hesitation.
“Why?” Marcell asked.
“Because you're black,” he said.

Confused and upset that he'd been barred from playing, Marcell tucked
himself away in a quiet corner of the play area until I arrived to piek him up. |
could tell by the way his shoulders were hunched over that something wasn’t
right. “Hey, baby, give me some sugar,” | said, waiting with outstretched arms
for my afternoon greeting. “How was your day? What's wrong?”



“They said I couldn’t play with them,” Marcell offered in the most pitiful
lictle baby voice I'd ever heard.

“What?” I asked, my happy-to-see-you face quickly morphing into a furrowed
brow. “What happened that they said you couldn’t play with them?”

“He said it’s because I'm black,” Marcell said, just as pitiful as could be. “But I
don’t understand, Mommy, because my shirt is green, my pants are blue, and my
sneakers are white.”

“He said what to you? Who said it? Show me,” I demanded.

Marcell pointed in the direction of the cubbies; at the end of the tip of his
lictle finger was the boy, a Middle Eastern kid with a thick accent and skin as
brown, if not more so, than Marcell’s, and his mom, who was helping him gather
his things. “Wait right here,” I told Marcell. “Don’t you move.”

I caught her in the parking lot, tucking her son into his car seat. “Hey, let me
speak to you for a minute,” I said. 'm sure the fury in my eyes was the impetus
for her to close the car door before she gave me her full actention. I let her have
that, then confronted her head-on. “How dare you!” I snarled. “What are you
teaching your son at home that he’s bold enough to say something so foul to my
son?”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “What did he do? What is going on?”

“Your son told my son that he couldn’t play with him because he’s black,” T
said, seething. “What are you teaching your child at home? Because I know this is
not his fault. He’s a five—year—oid child. That’s the kind of mess that gets taught
to kids at home.” She raised her palms in surrender, trying to interject, but 1
wasn't about to let her have at it. I was too disgusted to entertain explanations
and excuses. “My son would never say something like that. He’s heing taught to
love and respect all people, no matter their color, and what T will not stand for
is for some child to refuse to give him the same respect on the playground.
How’s your son going to make my son feel left out anyway? They got the same
color skin!”

[ can’t even begin to recount what she said back because I didn’t give a damn
about the words coming out of her mouth. I just wanted to make clear that there

would be some hell in the city if her kid ever spoke to my kid like that again.

Later, after we got home and unpaeked his book bag and had a snack, I sat
Marcell down and tried to explain to him in black and white the eomplicated



Technicolor of race. “Baby, you're cute right now and the world loves you, but
when you get bigger you're going to become a threat.”

“What do you mean, Mommy?” he asked, all that innocence shining like halo

light around his head.

“Well, there are people in this world who do not like other people because
they're black. And that’s an awful thing because skin color shouldn’c matter,
baby. We like anybody who has a good heart, and it’s a good thing to let them

play hide-and-seek with you, no matter their color.”

Marcell looked down at his hands and arms and then back at me, seemingly

more confused than he was before our talk. “But my skin is brown, Mommy.”

“And it’s beautiful, baby,” T said, shaking my head and giving him a warm

smile. “Your skin is brown and beaurtiful.”

To this day, even as a twentysomething young black man who has felc the sting
of racism and witnessed firsthand its effects on how we relate to one another as
humans, Marcell still can’c wrap his mind around someone hating him because
of the color of his skin. It really messes with his mind because he’s spent his
lifetime surrounded by a virtual United Nations of friends from different racial,
cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds and has aiways embraced them for
who they are, what they’re interested in, and whether they have an intimate
human-to-human connection, rather than what they look like. Indeed, his best
friend growing up was a French boy named Anton, whom he adored not because
of his skin color or background, but because they liked the same things: video
games and Climbing trees in the backyard and riding bicycies with the wind
Whipping in their faces. This is Marcell’s way. The way it should be.

We mothers, the ones Charged with the care and upkeep of black boys, know
the score. Black singie moms are constantiy beat up for our choice to have our
children, but it is our boys who feel the impact of that blunt force. The blows
come Wrapped in a siedgehammer of statistics and pathoiogy, with society tying
our sons’ skin color and the marital status of their mothers to a heavy Weight of
low expectations. It seems as though everybody 1s standing around waiting for
our boys to prove that black boys, especiaiiy those raised by singic moms, have a
propensity for violence, are probabie criminals, lack education, are more iikeiy
to take illicit drugs, and are more iikeiy to suffer from mental disorders—and on
and on. From the moment the doctor smacked Marcell’s butt and said, “It’s a
boy,” [ knew I had to come primed and ready for the fight. I was never scared of



the prospects—never bowed to the fear that comes with raising a black son in a
society that is prone to think the worst, rather than the best, of him. Instead, I
steeled myself for the challenge, with this one true mantra: “I'm going to raise a
helluva black boy.” That’s the armor I carried with me—the determination to
prove every last one of those statistics wrong. I was blocking bullets aimed at my
son’s abilities and character early and often. Like the time when his third-grade
teacher suggested I put him on medication because she thought he was too hyper
in class. I saw nothing wrong; as far as I was concerned, my son’s behavior was
no different from any other creative, inquisitive, and energetic eight-year-old
boy who would much rather jump around and be stimulated than be confined to
the same seat for hours on end, stuck in the muck of long, boring lectures and
tedious assignments that felt more like busywork than actual learning. When she
mentioned attention deficit disorder and slow-tracking my kid, I gave myself
two choices: either choke her out or pull my son out of the school. Thankfully
for her, I chose the latter.

Near the end of eighth grade Marcell learned firsthand how his skin color
made some people unfairly perceive him as hostile. That happened when he was
called into the office for throwing down a Ping-Pong paddle in a fit of anger
over losing a match. The paddle popped up and accidentally hic a fellow
classmate. Granted, Marcell did start to have a little temper around that time,
but it was the product of adolescence and hormones, added to which was an
undercurrent of hostility he was facing from his teachers and especiaily his
peers, not some kind of academic or emotional deficiency. He had kids caliing
him the N-word, Waiking up to him and addressing him in Ebonics—“Yo, YO, Yo,
Marcell, what up!”—as it my son didn’t have a command over the Engiish

1anguage, and even asking him, Conspiratorially, it he ate fried chicken and

drank grape Kool-Aid.

“What are you even talking about?” Marcell would snap. “My mother doesn’t
cook fried chicken; it’s high in cholesterol and it’ll kill you. And T've never had
Kool-Aid in my life.”

Unbeknownst to me, he was dealing with this day in and day out at that
school, though [ wouldn’t find out until years later. Only then did I understand
that this kind of attitude was Why he wanted to leave one particular school.
When he was in the thick of it, however, he would sirnpiy tell me he didn’c like
the school, which, to my ears, translated into “I don’t like school.”

“Boy, just focus and get your head in them books.,” I would say, dismissing his
Complaints. “You can do this.” Frankiy, [ wanted the school to work; as an



institution, it was academically sound, plus he had solid connections there,
including a pair of Armenian brothers he really liked to hang out with, and Ian,
the son of my fellow actress Regina King, whom he counted as a good friend. 1
thought he was doing just fine.

Then I got that phone call from the teacher that would make me understand
just what kind of danger my son was in.

“He was a preemie, so that might have something to do with his abilities,” the
teacher said nonchalantly one afternoon when I was called up to the school to
talk about Marcell’s yearly assessment. She actually suggested that my son
wouldn’t be able to test into a high-performing private high school and
proposed that rather than let him graduate, I should approve leaving him back a
year at her school. “If we keep him back a year, he can catch up.”

“Well, is he failing?” I asked, my forchead pulsing with anger. I knew the
answer, and whatever she was going to say didn’t matter; I was too disgusted to
bother hearing and digesting the words. I just wanted to see her fix her mouth to
give me her reasoning for holding back a child who was passing all his classes.
The very second sound came out of her mouth, I cut her off. “You know what? It

doesn’t even matter what you say to me right now. I'll be taking my son out of
this school,” I said.

“Oh? What school do you have in mind for him, if you don’t mind my
asking?”

[ ticked off a list of considerations and mentioned a private school that was
100king to up its divcrsity and had a new coach who was recruiting players for
the school’s basketball team. One of my closest friends in the business, Lisa
Vidal, who plays Kara on the hit BET show Being Mary Jane, had nothing but
good things to say about the school. That’'s where Marcell would gO next—

somewhere thre 1’16 was Wal’lth.

“P\cally,” she said smugly, more like a statement than a question. “Well, T
don’t know if that would be a good fit. He might not be up to the rigorous
academic standards they have there.” That’s when I gathered up my purse and
my j acket and pushed back my chair. I needed to get out of there before 1 Caught

a Casc.

That incident and the school’s handling of it would be the dawn of my son’s
racial awakening—when he would realize that skin color and the way society
views it, particularly when it comes to black boys, is nuanced, 1ayered, messy,
and at times traumatic. I know figuring this out for myself was a dcvastating



shock, particularly after growing up in a primarily black neighborhood and
never having to experience this kind of in-your-face racism. Southeast DC had
its issues, of course, but not the kind of racial intolerance that would have been
immediately apparent to a sheltered African American girl surrounded by black
people during the week and well-meaning white folk at my weekend
extracurricular activities. I didn’t get a dose of blatant racism until freshman
year at North Carolina A&T, when my friends and I got caught up in a massive
riot during Greekfest on Labor Day weekend in Virginia Beach.

The incident made national news, with media accounts blaming the mostly
black crowd of vacationing college students for the violence and property
damage that rocked the small beach community during that fateful holiday
weekend in 1989. But what the stories mostly ignored was the ill treatment we
students faced from the moment we stepped foot on the Virginia Beach shores—
how the hotels raised the rates and imposed minimum stays to discourage black
students from staying at their establishments, how the city passed strict laws
barring loud music, jaywalking, and other things students tend to do while on
college break, how local retailers wouldn’t allow more than two or three black
people at a time in their stores, out of fear that we'd steal something. Even the
National Guard had been put on standby in anticipation of some mess going
down, and state poiiee were patrolling the streets on horses, armed with guns
and acttitudes. Plus, rumors that the Ku Klux Klan would work with them to
“keep order” pulsed through the crowds, putting us all on edge. As far as we
students were concerned, the Virginia Beach locals were doing everything they
could to make us feel unwelcomed, even though we weren’t doing anything more
egregious than that which white eoiiege students do when they’re ripping and
running on the beaches at Daytona, Panama City, and Fort Lauderdale. And we
all felt some kind of way about this.

None of this, of course, stopped us from having a good time. The annual
Greekfest was aiways an incredible weekend of frivoiity, fueled by music,
partying, and camaraderie, cloaked in unapologetic blackness. Tens of thousands
of coiiege—age folks would show up cach year for a 1ong weekend’s worth of
mingiing, networking, and, yes, bacchanalia. When I arrived with my friends
Pam and Lisa, Virginia Beach was praeticaiiy Vibrating; everywhere our cyes
could see, there were cute guys rocking their fraternity colors and biasting music
from their cars, and pretty giris in their bikinis and pum pum shorts, sipping
their wine coolers, ﬂirting with the frat boys, and dancing and iaughing in the
streets. It was just healthy, clean, red-blooded American fun among mostly



college students and our college-age friends who didn’t necessarily go to school
but were decent people and liked to have a good time.

Now, as we had our fun, we tried to ignore the poor treatment and excessive
rules the city and its residents were imposing, but there was an undercurrent of
anger waiting to explode as the police pushed everyone’s buttons. Where there
was joy, there were, too, pockets of protest and anger, prodded by what we
perceived to be police mistreatment. People were being slapped with $500
citations for walking across the street outside of the crosswalk, and cops were
using their batons to tap intimidatingly on car windows and angrily ordering
drivers to lower their music. The police officers on those horses, their hands on
their guns, their eyes hidden behind big mirrored glasses, gave me chills. I could
feel the danger in the air. Sure enough, all hell broke loose on Sunday afternoon,
and Pam, Lisa, and I were rigllt there when the powder keg exploded.

It started when a guy driving his fancy 300Z down the strip stopped his car in
the middle of the street, popped his trunk, and turned up his music, right there
where my friends and I were standing, taking in the action and making plans for
which party we'd attend later that evening. Using my hand to shield my cyes
from the sun, I pecked over at the car to see who was turning up; recognizing
him from an encounter a day earlier, I sucked my teeth and shook my head. He
was this hustler—some dude with a fake accent and hazel contacts who clearly
thought his British cockney and light eyes would earn him favor with the ladies.
For the most part, he got it, too, but not with me. He looked like one of those
DC-hustling good-for-nothings who didn’t mean anyone any good. I didn’t trust
him or the scene he was drawing. Still, the music—a Boogie Down Productions
tune—got everybody hyped, and within moments, black folk were surrounding
his car, dancing and laughing and rapping along with the song in the middle of
the street and all on the sidewalk. This made one particular shop owner, whose
store was being blocked, feel some kind of Way—enough so that he came out and
started yelling at everybody. One guy in particular got into a screaming match
with the store owner, the two of them exchanging expletives and practically
spitting in cach other’s mouths as their faces loulged with anger. | watched as
they argued, but out of the corner of my eye, | saw another huge commotion
down an alleyway not too far from where we were. I turned toward it just in
time to see cops dressed in riot gear, jumping oft the helicopter ladder and
swarming toward us. They were holding Plexiglas shields over their bodies; their
rifles bounced in time to the pounding of their boots on the pavement. The

entire scene was surreal—and tl’lﬁ scariest mess I’d CVCT Seen.



[ squeezed Pam’s arm. Nothing had happened to justify their presence—there
was no fist-fighting, no one was brandishing weapons or, as far as we knew,
getting hurt. We were just a bunch of kids dancing. But here were the police,
dressed for war. “Something is about to pop off,” I said, shaking my head. “This
doesn’t feel right.”

Just as I said that, someone in the crowd said, “Fuck you! Kick it in, Mookie!”
a reference, no doubt, to the scene in Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing where
Spike’s character, Mookie, upset with the choking death of his friend, Radio
Raheem, throws a trash can into the glass plate window of the local pizzeria,
igniting a huge riot in the streets of Brooklyn. Before anyone had a chance to
react, the guy who'd been arguing with the store owner threw something ac the
shop, and then there was chaos. Fists flew, bodies were tossed, police batons
were raising in the air; people were screaming and falling to the ground and
running and ducking into the crevices of the storefronts, desperate to escape the

me]ee—the danger. It was ilkC a war zone.

My girlfriends and I took off in the direction of our hotel. We just turned
and ran. Pam, poor thing, slammed straight into a bench; she yelped in pain as
Lisa and I grabbed her arms and puiled her toward the boardwalk, away from
the bedlam. We ran all the way to the opposite end of the beach, as hard as we
could. To this day, Pam has that bench imprint on her chest—a physicai
reminder of what we'll never, ever forget: the day it was made clear to us that, in

thC Cyces Of ZLH too many, our biackness TCngQtCS us to SCCOHd’CiQSS citizenship.

That incident sent me on a discovery for my blackness. Aiready, [ had been
proud of who I am and where I came from—my family, my friends, my
community. But that incident at Greekfest made me dig deeper, to revel in the
teachings of Martin, Malcolm, and Garvey, the writings of Baldwin and Ellison,
the history of black women in the movement for civil rights and gender parity. |
was like a sponge in my unearthing—every book and essay and speech seeping
dcep into my soul and fine—tuning my voice. I'm proud to be a woman, but
specificaily I'm proud to be a black woman. The strcngth, endurance, and 1cgacy

ofmy pCOpiC mcean something O me.

After my son’s encounter at his school, blackness meant something to him,
too. He went on his own discovcry, dccp—diving into books, scouring the
Internet, Watching documentaries, giving himself a clear picture of our history
and his piace in it. And while he was fact finding, [ was talking to him, giving
him lessons on how to handle himself when faced with racism, both subtle and
brash. “Say ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir’if you're stopped by the cops, Marcell. No



popping off at the mouth,” I would tell him. And, “When these knuckleheads out
here call you ‘nigger,” don’t give them the power over you. Just tell them they're
the ignorant ones. You know what you are to them? A threat. Because you're
intelligent, you're athletic, you stay in those books, and you keep winning. It’s
killing them that you can come from all this adversity—no daddy, for a while
there, no money—and you still winning. You have the power. You have that
connection to God. Walk in that, and don’t let anyone break your stride.”

My lessons sunk in, too; I got to see that up close when he went to his new
high school. Though children of color were scant at this particular private
institution, the administration really looked out for my son and went out of its
way to give him the social and emotional support he needed for academic
success. Still, there were a few students who lived in a bubble that kept their
interactions with African Americans and other people of color severely limited,
leaving my son vulnerable to their ignorance. For instance, one afternoon, an
Asian kid with his own ridiculously racist notions about Marcell, got into an
argument with my son, and every time he would say something stereotypical and
dumb, Marcell, with his slick mouth, would answer him right back with a dis of
his own. What can I say? He gets it from his mama. At any rate, the kid, unable
to get a rise out of Marcell with his insults, finally resorted to calling my son
“nigger.” Marcell’s response made the Asian kid physically actack him. When
Marcell raised his arms and pushed him to protect himself and then stood up
out of his chair to get away, his opponent fell to the floor, which made it look
like Marcell, a black boy, was standing over another kid after a fistfight.

I got the dean’s phone call while T was in New York, filming. I tapped my foot
in nervous anger as she recounted what happened. [ was waiting for her to drop
the bomb; I just knew she was going to kick my son out of that school and I'd be
stuck scrambling to find quality education for him while T was, 1it€raliy, on the
other side of the country, Working hard to keep that school tuition paid and
kecp the iights on at home. The shoe never droppcd, though. Instead, the dean
called to tell me she knew what happened and my son had her full support.

“When the other student called Marcell the N-word, your son said, ‘You
know the word “nigger” doesn’t mean “black,” right? [t means you're ignorant. So
who’s the nigger?” the dean recounted. “If anything, it made the other kid look
bad. I'm proud of him for kecping his cool. The N-word isn’t a trigger for him,
and that’s a good thing. That speaks a lot to his character, and says a lot about
what a great mother you are.”



My son and I are not perfect—by any strecch. Like any parent and child’s
dynamic, ours was complicated. The fact of the macter is, as hard as I cried to be
the kind of provider who could keep his life as stable as humanly possible, there
were some things I simply couldn’t provide for a boychild who was missing that
critical male presence boys need, who craved a facher’s love and attention.

For one, the logistics of raising a boy alone were complicated. Showing him
how to pee standing up: challenge. Explaining wet dreams: challenge. Giving tips
on shaving, butt funk, and condoms: a test for the ages. Illuminating him on the
inner—workings of menstruation—at age six!—was a treat. I'll never forget the
day he entered the bathroom without knocking, only to discover me in the
middle of changing my pad. He almost passed out. “Calm down, boy,” I snapped
when he started screaming. “I'm not dying. I told your ass to knock on the door,
and you didn’t, so now you have to deal with this.” That bathroom break-in was
quickly followed by an impromptu “birds and bees” conversation that I was not
ready to give and he wasn’t ready to receive, but that had to go down anyway
because he'd forced my hand.

The biggest test of all, though, was helping my son work through the anger
that came from not having his father around. T never told Mark he couldn’t be in
his son’s life; in fact, I welcomed and encouraged his presence. But when we
broke up and went our separate ways, Mark first had to work on getting himself
on a stronger emotional footing. My father played an important role in thag;
after the big fight that ended with Mark hitting me, my dad took my son’s facher
under his wing and schooled him on the value of Controlling his emotions. He
did that because he wanted Mark to be in his son’s life, and he knew that the
only way that could happen was if my ex grew himself up a bit and learned how
to express himself without the anger. In Mark, my father saw himself, and he
deep—dived nto helping Mark navigate around the same destructive land mines
that nearly dcstroyed my father and could have easily obliterated his
relationship with me. “You can’t spcnd your whole life Walking around mad at
the world,” my father recalled telling Mark repcatcdly. “You have to be a positive
cxamplc for your son, so he can be better than both of us. That’s what a good

father wants for his child.”

Eventually, Mark got more involved in our son’s life. I'd moved to Los
Angeles O pursue my career, but I would send Marcell to my father’s house for
the summers so that they could have that father-son bond Marcell craved but
couldn’t get while in California with me. Dad would have Marcell out in the
backyard of his house in the suburbs, hunting frogs, making art projects in his



metal workshop, play-fighting with makeshift swords they built with wrapping-
paper rolls. Mark would join in on the fun, or he'd take Marcell for the
afternoon to visit with his mom or his other children. At some point, Mark
thought he’d gotten himself together enough to actually ask if our son could
move back to DC to live with him and his girlfriend. It was a novel idea; a boy
needs his daddy. T know this deep down in my soul. But I didn’t trust thac Mark
was ready to care for Marcell full-time. He was living with a woman I didn’t
know, and his living and employment situation were still sketchy as far as I was
concerned. “I'm not comfortable with that,” I said as gently as I could. “I mean,
you don’t even have a landline. How am I supposed to send my son three
thousand miles away from me and you don’t even have a landline? I'm just not
comfortable with that.”

“Taraji, come on,” he insisted. “My mom is here, she can help out—"

“But Marcell is not her responsibility,” I interrupted. “He is my responsibility
and yours.” Mark was upset, but he recognized that there was truth in what 1
was saying. Finally, he let it go.

Marcell and T went home to DC in 2002 for the holidays. We had our annual
Christmas dinner at his mother’s house; all of his children were there, as were
their mothers, and my friend Pam and her husband, Mark’s best friend. From
the moment I walked in the door, something felt off. T couldn’t put my finger on
what it was, but when Mark’s eyes met mine, | had a weird, dark feeling—call it
a mother’s intuition. [ was heartened, though7 to see him interact with Marcell—
to see the two of them connecting in the way only fathers and sons can. I even
witnessed Mark parent Marcell as the two playcd tic-tac-toe at the dining room
table. The game wasn't going well; Marcell was yelling, upset that he’'d lost
several rounds in a row to his father. Mark put his hand on his shoulder and
schooled him: “Let me tell you something, son,” he told Marcell. “Don’t you let

anger control your life the way it did mine. Use your head, black man.”

What hC was saying was practically WOrd fOI’ WOI’d What my father had tOld
Mark over tl’lC years as hC struggled Wlth hlS own anger. I’H never fOI‘gCt thC
sound Of Mark’s WOde or thC 100k n 1’115 Cyces as hC talked to our son. Love was
there.

That would be the last Christmas Marcell would see his facher.

We left for Los Angeles right after the New Year, with Marcell settling back
into school and me into work, our hearts full from the quality time we'd spent



with our family. But only three weeks later, on January 25, 2003, I got an carly-
morning phone call from Mark’s mother that woke me out of my sleep. The
second I heard her voice—the way she said my name and how her words shook
in her throat—I knew Mark was gone.

“Mark was killed last night,” she said.
My heart stopped beating.

My first love, the father of my precious son, was gone from here—taken at
the tender age of thirty-three. I wasn’t ready for him to go. None of us were. He
had so much more living to do, so much more loving. But God had other plans.
As I 'lay in my bed, crying and praying for Mark’s soul, my mind kept wandering
back to the dream sequence in the movie Baby Boy. In the scene, Yvette, crying,
bruised, and in the throes of sexual passion with Jody just moments after he
punches her in the eye, imagines herself laughing with her son’s facher, visiting
him in prison, and then, dressed in black, standing hand in hand with her son as
the two of them gaze ac her first love’s body lying dead in a coftin. The
connection was so powerful, particularly that scene; when we'd filmed it some
three years carlier, I'd been hyperemotionai, as the entire movie in genera] and
the fight and dream sequence scenes in particular were unfolding in front of the
cameras just as [ was still processing my own personai drama with Mark and our
volatile relationship. Watch the scene closely and you’il see the physicai
manifestation of my anxiety; I'd lost at least ten pounds during the fi]ming,
mostly from the stress of acting out what I'd just lived through. My clothes look
like they're resting on a hanger, I'm so thin.

The first non—family member I called after Mark’s mom told me he'd died

was John Singlcton. “The dream came true,” I said, sobbing.
“What do you mean?” John asked.

“My son’s father was killed and T have to go to the funeral with my son.”

Marcell was nine when I took him by the hand, walked him to his father’s casket,
and hdped him say his final farewell. He was too young to understand the full
impiications of what was going on; all he knew was that he would never see his
father again, and his mother was cxtremely upset. As I sat in the pew sobbing,
Marcell, ever the comforter, ever my protector, rubbed my back, doing his best
to soothe me. I Wiped my tears as | listened to the choir sing Mark home, then
turned toward Marcell to give him a reassuring look that I hoped would say,



“Mommy is okay, and I appreciate you looking after me.” But when [ looked in
my son’s direction, something in his hand caught my attention: it was a beige
rubber band, the same color, shape, and length of the rubber bands Mark, an
office clerk, loved to play with. He used to fashion them into huge rubber band
balls, and kept them all around him—at work, at his apartment, in the car.

“Where did you get that rubber band?” I whispered to Marcell as he pulled on
it and slung it between his fingers.

“I found it on the floor right there,” he whispered back, pointing at the floor
beneath the pew in front of us.

When T took Marcell up to the coffin to see his father for the last time, he
had that rubber band in his hand. “Do you want to put it in there with your
dad?” T asked my son as he peered into the casket.

“Yes,” Marcell said quietly.

He tucked that rubber band into his father’s hand, and we slowly returned
back to our seats.

I'll always miss Mark, my one true love, but his absence was much more acute
for my son, partieuiatiy after my father died, 1eaving him without a male Figure
in his life, burning out his joy just as he matured and the fire of adolescence and
hormones built up. By the time he started high school in 2008, he was shutting
down—refusing to talk, angry, depressed, smoking a lot of weed. I'm a fairiy
liberal parent; | believe most things are okay in moderation. But I knew my son,
who was using marijuana to numb his pain of not having a father around, was
overdoing it. He was missing the guidanee he craved as he was beeoming a man,
though my father pitehed in as much as could from afar. There are no two ways
about it: boys need their fathers. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how
much I depended on his basketball coaches to step in and instruct him on how
to tie a tie or how to dress for speeifie occasions or how to comport himself as a
sportsman and gentieman on and off the court, no matter how much he pieked
up from his friends who had dads in their homes, Marcell needed more: he
needed his father to show him how to walk this earth as a black man.

The impact of not having a father around came to a head in high school,
when, finaiiy, the questions, aiong with the anger, started ﬂying. By then, he was
asking outright: “Where was my dad? Where was he?” It was a question that had
been bubbiing in his heart from as eariy as the eighth grade, but that I didn’t



realize until we found ourselves in joint therapy sessions, trying to figure out the
source of my son’s anger and depression. When the therapist helped us finally
put our finger on it, I went back to old photos of my son to see when, exactly,
his face began to betray those feelings he said he'd held on to for so long. Sure
enough, it was there; I had missed it. There were all these pictures of him in
clementary school and seventh grade, with this goofy grin and bright eyes,
looking happy. And then in one picture of him in the eighth grade, there was
barely a smirk, and the light in his eyes had dimmed. Where there had been joy,
there was nothing. I was devastated, and beat myself up for a long time after
that for not noticing then that my baby needed therapy—a place where we could
dig out all of the emotional muck that came from Marcell’s holding in his
feelings about his father’s absence.

[, too, am culpable for my son’s emotional fragilicy—I know that. It was while
[ was away filming my role as Joss Carter on the CBS show Person of Interest that
his anger came to a head. I agreed to a two-year commitment to film in New
York out of love for my son and parental duty: I needed the money to take care
of my kid. High school was $30,000 per year, and then there were uniforms and
books, extracurricular fees, and the like, on top of the expense of feeding,
clothing, and housing him. Plus, I was thinking about college tuition—being able
to knock out the cost of at least four years without having to worry about the
bill. T asked his permission and he was gung-ho for my opportunity. Marcell said
he understood why T was leaving. T was resting easy when I left because my
mother agreed to leave her home in Maryiand and move to California to be with
my son while T worked—a huge biessing Considering she left all she knew, her
famiiy, friends, and way of life, to hold my life together. While there, 1 parented
the best way | knew how: I Skyped with my son regularly, kept in touch with his
teachers and coaches, checked in with my mom to make sure the two of them
had everything they needed, and flew back to California whenever T could so
that we could spend quaiity time together, no matter if I had as lictle as two days
to spare.

Still, my son needed me to be physieaiiy present. He wasn’t happy. I wasn’t
happy. My mama wasn’t happy. It was the hardest time of our lives. The little
boy in Marcell needed his mother more than I knew, preeiseiy because I wasn't
there to help him unpack and work through the emotions that came from being
fatherless. Even though [ gave him the world—the life I could oniy dream of as a
kid—he wasn’t fulfilled. There was no way he could wrap his mind around the
loss of his father and grandfather. Money couldn’t buy that for him.



In therapy, we had to walk through fire and it was painful. Accusations of my
not being home with him full-time flew, and I was neither prepared nor willing
to swallow that pill. “I didn’t have a choice!” I yelled. “This is what it is. These
kids you're hanging around with, their moms don’t work and they're ecating
Snickers and Cheetos for breakfast, but you want to tell me what I'm not doing?
I'm bringing home the bacon, cooking it despite working all these crazy hours,
and making sure your ass is eating something besides Snickers and Cheetos.
When I did have to be away from you, I made sure the next-best substitute was
there: my mother. Don’t talk to me about what I didn’t do.” I threw in a few

expletives so he knew how very serious I was.

In another session, I had to come clean to him on why his facher and I broke
up. That was a tough one. Until then, I'd kept to myself the details of his dad
verbally abusing and hitting me because I didn’t want to sully Marcell’s image of
him, but in therapy, it was clear he needed to know why we broke up so that he
could begin the long road toward closure. The pain in his eyes and his rage in
response to the revelation hurt me to my core. “But why would you hit my
mother!” he yelled, punching the pillows decorating the therapist’s couch where

we sat.

“Marcell, baby, you have to let this go,” T reasoned, physically holding on to
my son to restrain and try to calm him down. “You can’t carry this hate in your
heart. I'm sure that if your father had to do it all again, he wouldn’t have hit me,
but he learned from it and I did, too. And you know not to ever do it, either.”

It was hard work, but therapy did wonders to help him—to help us—get
healthy and back on the good foot. Of course, it didn’t solve all of our problems,
and, like adolescents everywhere, my son acted out in ways that got him into hot
water with me. Like the time he scracched up my brand-new Porsche—not even
a month old and barely driven—taking it out of the garage for a joyride. He
never even made it out of the driveway, he was so scared of what he’d done. He
tried to cover up the scratch with a black Sharpie, but he ultimately came clean
to me. Then there was the time Marcell got eaught sneaking out. He was
seventeen and still fighting maturity. I recognize that he was old enough to be
separate from and independent of his mom, but in my house, T had rules. If I
told my son he couldn’t go out, well, he better get comfortable on the sofa, piek
up a book or find a show to watch on the television, because he wasn’t going to
going out—simple as that. As much as it had irked me as a child, I'd adopted my
mother’s no-nonsense, “do exactly as [ say, or else” style of parenting that I'd
made a point of obeying when [ was younger.



Marcell wasn’t on the same page this one particular night. I'd come home
from an event, gone only about three hours, only to find my son knocked out in
his room and the entire house smelling like weed. T yanked his ass off the bed. “1
thought we had a promise!” I yelled. “I thought you weren’t smoking anymore!”

“I'm not,” he said, groggily.

I'd already spotted a bag of weed sitting on his sink counter—meaning that
not only was he breaking that promise, but also lying to my face. I snatched the
bag and waved it in front of him. “Well what is this?” I demanded.

At my wits’ end, T did only what, in that moment, I could think to do. “You
don’t want to act right? Get out.” I handed him his cell phone. “Call whoever’s
house and tell them to come get you.”

Marcell dialed someone’s number, but whoever it was didn’t pick up. He left
at least two messages before I demanded he hand his phone over. “Where your
friends now? Oh, nobody’s picking up? You see who your only ally is?”

We argued some more until he got so angry he reared up at me like he was
going to strike. “You don’t want to do that, son. See, you not hood. You not
'bout that life. Hit me. Please hit me so I can have a reason to take your ass out!”
Tears streaming down his face, Marcell stood right there and took that, because
he knew hitting me would be the death of him. Ghetto Betty—my alter ego—is
unpredietab]e, and neither of us can promise you what's going to happen when
she comes all the way out. “Now where’s that ride?”

“It'll be here!”

“Oh, it’s coming? Fine. Get your ass out.” And with that, I pushed Marcell out

the door and locked it.

There we were, the two of us on cither side of the door, a world away from
one another as we both struggled our way through this new phase in our
relationship. He was on the cusp of manhood, trying to get his shit together, and
[ was in the throes of mothering an adult, understanding it was time to loosen
the reins but unable to let go of my hold. He was outside—quiet, seething. I was
inside, quiet, seething. Soon enough, tailiights were shining in my window, and
my son was gone. | had his phone, thus no way of contacting him, and because it
was locked, I couldn’t call any of his friends to check up on him and make sure
he was okay. I sat up all night, racked with WOTTY.

The next day, Marcell came home, head hung low—Dbroken. He had no idea I
had it in me to put him out, but he understood it when I broke it down to him.



“You're not going to be here driving me crazy,” I said calmly as we sat at the
dining room table, trying to work out our issues. “I'm not going to die of worry
over you when [ know I've done my job. You have no other choice but to get it
together or die trying. I really do not know what else to tell you besides that.”

Raising Marcell has been a journey, one that I loved him through. With prayer,
therapy, candid talk, and love, he came through on the other side. My son is
smiling again. The life is back in his eyes. He’s an aspiring rapper, producer, and
music engineer, with a keen sense of self, and he pours into his music all the
memories, passion, and sentiment he has about his experiences growing up as a
black male without a facher, and the dynamics of being one of only a handful of
black boys in an all-white school. This is pain and isolation that many people
know—no matter their color, background, or economic status—and rather than
stew in it, Marcell is using all that creativity running through his DNA to lift his
voice and let people who can identify with his struggle know that they're not
alone and that this, too, shall pass.

He's wearing his maturity and growth on his sleeve now. I took Marcell with
me to Monte Carlo recently, and while T was working at an appearance with the
producers and cast of Empire, my son gravitated toward the men and started
kicking it with the show’s creator, Danny Strong, Terrence Howard, and Webb,
a man on Terrence’s security team. Next thing [ knew, they were huddling
together, having “man talk.” When they were finished, Terrence, Danny, and
Webb gave me the rundown. “Man,” Danny said. “You did a good job. He'’s got
his head on right.”

That came from me fighting for my child. That was the advice I got from
Mark, my makeup artist on the set of The Division. I sat in his chair one morning
with the weight of the world on my shoulders, crying so hard over Marcell that
Mark had to stop applying my foundation until I pullcd it togethcr. He put his
hand on my shoulder and looked at my reflection in the mirror. What he said to

me, I'll never forgetz “Don’t ever give up on him.”

There were times when I wanted to, believe me. If T had a dollar for every
time [ called my friend Pam and her husband, Jerry, to tell them T was packing
Marcell’s clothes and sending him their way, | could have retired a decade ago.
But I hung in there, and so did my son. And now he gets it. The cards he writes
on special occasions confirm what [ know to be true. “Mom, you loved me when

[ didn’t want to love myself”



It’s something when your child finally understands.



9
Breathing Life into Art

Paradoxicaily, miraculously, it was Daddy’s death that helped teach me about

the power of art. Daddy got saved after my grandmother died—walked up to the
baptismal pool dressed in that crisp early-Sunday-morning white, held out both
his strong, battered hands in submission, folded them over his heart, and, in the
arms of the pastor, went under that water and then came back up new. After
that, trouble didn’c last. There was no more drinking and fighting and tearing
up the good that moved in his life. He focused, instead, on delivering on the
promises he boasted for anyone who had ears: he got himself a good woman, a
house with a garage to do his metalwork, a pickup truck, and a Hariey, too. He
wanted to be a better man. His mother, who had been hard on him, was gone
from here, and he needed to give her in death what he’d had a hard time giving
her when she walked this earch: the very best of him.

As it happened, we got to see the married, Bible—thumping7 poiishcd Boris
Lawrence Henson oniy for a little while. My father was incredibly intuitive, and
he knew deep down in his gut that he was going to die the same way his mother
did, and he was just about right: pancreatic cancer stole her breath; liver cancer
put my father in the ground fourteen years later. In my dad’s case, cirrhosis of
the liver, the result of years of drinking, made his organ so hard it was rendered

inoperabie, ieaving the cancer to fester and grow and have its way with my

father’s body.

Somechow, though, we expected Daddy to make it; he was our warrior and
often reminded us of his strength. “Get your scrawny ass out of here,” he'd snap,
cur]ing his biceps into mounds of muscle. “I'm Mandingo! Big Daddy!” But from
the cancer, no amount of muscle could save him. He grew weaker and wearier by

thﬁ day, and 2111 | COUid dO was watch.



It was a rainy, bitterly cold February night in 2006 when my facher started
taking that slow, torturous walk toward his final day. My stepmother crumpled
her body on the bed alongside my father, the only thing keeping her from falling
to the floor in overwhelming grief. She'd just witnessed my father throw up what
looked like coffee grounds—curdles of blood that had accumulated in his body
as his organs began shutting down. I caught a glimpse of the doctor shaking his
head. “What does that mean?” I asked him.

The doctor swallowed his words. “He’s bleeding internally,” he said finally,
his face grim.

“Talk to me!” I demanded. “Is this it for him?”

“Basically,” the doctor said simply. He gently touched my shoulder, no doubt
to console me. But his fingers felt heavy, like bricks.

I turned back toward my father’s room, struggling through a pool of tears to
get a glimpse of my dying father—my hero. My stepmother was still lying on
him. “I'm not ready for him to go,” she said, crying. “I'm not ready.”

My father was awake. Though he couldn’t talk, T could tell from the
tenderness in his touch that he was making calculations. He wasn’t going to die
with my stepmother in the room. He couldn’t do that to her. He would fight.
And when he let go, it would be with me by his side because he trusted me to let
him walk out of the land of the living.

Another day passed before the rain broke and the sun emerged through the
clouds; I got up and snatched open the curtains. It was a perfect day. [ knew it
would be my worst day, too. Dad is going home today, [ said to myself, sighing,

resigned but scared.

[ went to the hospital to relieve my stepmother, who’d been with my dad all
night. Always, there was someone there with him. | hung around that hospital
the entire day, Watehing, hstening. Praying. Daddy grew weaker and weaker
throughout the day, going in and out of consciousness as I rubbed his hands,
adjusted his sheets, and tried to get him to take his piHs and sips of water.
Finally, Daddy made his final raHy: he bolted up in his bed. T looked in his cyes,
so much like mine: piercing, dark, doelike. He stared back at me, a novel’s worth
of love story ﬂashing across his face, even though he couldn’t say a word. I didn’t
know what to say or it T should say anything at all, whether to tell him one more
time that I loved him, or if I should simply relish that quiet moment between
father and child. I chose the latter. “Lean on my back, Dad,” I said, helping him
fall onto my body. Together, we sat there, resting on each other. Quiet.



That would be our last moment together. Not long after he laid back down,
my father, wild-eyed, started clawing ac all the tubes and wires sticking out of
his body. T'd read somewhere that just before some humans die, they start
scratching at their skin—like their soul is trying to get out—and this is exactly
what my father was doing. Trying to get free. My lips quivered as I leaned down
to my father’s ear. “Dad, if you're ready to go, let go,” I whispered. “We're going
to be all right.”

Daddy stopped scratching and pulling and shifted his eyes over to me. Then,
after a beat, his entire body started jerking as he threw up a fresh round of
coffee grounds. Blood was everywhere.

I bolted out of the room and out into the hallway, the fluorescent lights
practically blinding me as I ran, crying and screaming. The beeping of the
machines in my father’s room rang like sirens, echoing down the halls. “Code

blue!” I heard someone yell.
It was such a violent way to die.

My father was fifty—eight. He was there with me when I took my first breath,
and I was there when he took his last.

So furious was the loss, so immense, that the only way I thought possible to
deal, to breathe, to put one foot in front of the other after he passed, was to
bury my feeiings about his death six feet down in my gur, where no one could
access it. I had to eompartmentaiize his death and my emotions because there
was work to be done: just three days after my father passed, [ had to sing “It’s
Hard Out Here for a Pimp,” a hit song from Hustle & Flow, at the 78th Aeademy
Awards, which had nominated it for Best Originai Song, a first in the category
for a hip hop song. “I'm fine,” T would say when famiiy and friends asked me how
I was faring. “He’s in a better piaee,” and “He’s with God,” and “He’s not hurting
anymore” were my go-to responses—the easiest way to get those who knew and
loved me to think that, realiy, I was okay. Sometimes, saying those things out
loud made me believe them, too. They kept my emotions in check. I needed to
make peace with it and quickly, or I would break. T was the child of Mandingo
Warrior. Breaking wasn’t an option. At least, that’'s what I told myseif.

But my heart wouldn’t cooperate. It was shattered. Unbeknownst to my
farniiy and friends, I'd siipped into a deep depression, rendering me ineapabie of
deaiing with my father’s death, particuiariy after witnessing him pass away.
Through my tears, all T could visualize was his face and the moments when he
was throwing up blood. T was desperate to know if he knew how much I loved



him and whether I should have told him just one more time. I was in so much
pain: it seared every part of my being and I couldn’t figure out how to deal with

the agony.

But God has a way of using our work to help us process our pain. Soon after
my father’s death, I started production as a principal actress in the critically
acclaimed feature film The Curious Case of Benjamin Button opposite Brad Pitt
and Cate Blanchett. In the movie, set in New Orleans in 1918, T play Queenie,
the lead caregiver in a nursing home. It is there that Queenie wipes behinds and
fixes supper and corrals old women who “lose” strings of pearls they’re too senile
to know are resting pretty on their necks, and where, too, she deals with death
all day. She also makes room in her heart for a mysterious baby left on the
nursing home’s stoop—an infant, born old and ugly and oddly afflicted and
white. After the initial shock, the single, barren, God-fearing black woman loves
that baby with the entirety of her huge heart and blinks not once at the fact that
as he grows up, Benjamin is aging in reverse. Queenie, then, becomes the very
embodiment of acceptance; the way she parents her adopted son gives him—and
the film itself—the emotional anchor necessary for Benjamin to fully inhabit his
place in the world and also to accept unequivocally those who come into his life

broken, hurting, different.

The irony of my piaying that role at that specific time, after I'd just finished
holding my dad’s hand as he walked through deach’s door, was rich. Queenie was
a sort of death doula in her own right—a woman Charged with helping the
elderiy make that iong, slow, final transition. Playing her forced me to deal with

death every day. I couldn’t run from it. Not as Queenie and not as Taraji.

What's more, the way Queenie raised Benjamin mirrored the way Boris
Henson parentcd his own child. During the most tumultuous parts of his life,
my dad was a lot of things—an alcoholic, economicaliy unstable, a domestic
abuser—and he did a lot of things wrong. Still, time and again, he would show
me that no matter how often you fall from grace, what matters most is how
many times you get up. Through cxamplc, he showed me that we're human—that
nobody 1s perfect and there most certainly isn’t a rulebook for 1iving a perfect
life. Though my dad was no 1ongcr around to lead me to this thinking, the
lessons he had interlaced throughout my childhood and adolescent years, the
times we bonded over simplc things like go-go music or blue crabs, secpcd like
water into the cracks of Queenie’s heart, into the reservoir of love and regard
she had for Benjamin’s humanity. As hard as I tried to hide my immense sadness
over his death, as diligent as | thought I was about compartmentalizing my



emotions and walling oft my heart so that I could deep-dive into the work, I
couldn’t keep Daddy away. He was right there with me. Always there.

That's how powerful art is. It can turn hearts of stone into pulsing mounds of
mush. It can turn a raving racist into an empathetic person with the capacity to
reach across divides. It can help a grieving daughter lean into a tremendous loss
and, in the process, create magic.

Art uncovers the truth. My driving force is that truch; it is my full intention
to breathe it into each of my characters, no matter how pretty or ugly they are,
whether I agree with them or not. Maybe God put an extra dose of truth serum
in my blood, but when the director yells “action” and the camera is on, I can’t lie.
I have no mask. The truth manifests itself on my face—in every word I say, in
every movement | make. I inhabit my character and my character me, from the
top of my head to the tips of my pedicured toes. There have been times when
the synergy between the two is so powerful—the energy of real life and the
darkness and pain 'm channeling for the camera—that the characters creep into
my dreams. It is spiritual, trance-inducing, even, if T let it move through my

body honestly.

[ learned how to do this in theater, where we actors don’t have the safety of
second and third takes and a director yelling, “Cut—let’s try that again, except
this time, do it this way.” Onstage, the audience is a living being that draws
breath from our words, our movement, our inflections; it is up to us actors to
reach deep inside ourselves to make every eye in the house tear up, to make
every stomach push up a belly-twisting laugh, to make every heart really feel
your deepest pain and your most sensual touch. In other words, we performers
have to be fully available to all of our emotions—to deal with our shit in real life.
If were missing it in real life, we're missing it on the playwright’s or
screenwriter’s page. There was no way | could bury my father in the recesses of

my hCQ,I‘t WhCn I was Charged Wlth bcing a parent on camera.

Harnessing that emotion requires a willingness not only to open up, but also
to pay attention. | love to study human behavior; I get oftf on riding my bike
through the park and taking note of how a young mother sighs when she leans
down into her stroller and catches a glimpsc of her baby’s tiny, puckcring 1ips, or
the grimace in the face of a jogger pushing through the last step of his run. It’s
not a thing, cither, for me to 1inger over dinner at a restaurant just to survey the
way a woman’s eyes flicker in the candlelight when her date looks into them for
the first time. I even study myself; one time I got so angry my fury manifested
itself in my hands. I licerally stopped yelling and said to myself, Damn, do you see



how your fingers tremble when you’re mad? Harnessing the emotions and taking
note of human behavior is what strips away the agendas and exposes the art. It
releases both me and the characters I play.

Take, for instance, Shug, the pregnant, thumb-sucking prostitute I portrayed
in Hustle & Flow. The first time I read the screenplay, I closed the last page,
plopped the script on my nightstand, and shook my head. How in the world
would T convince moviegoers to be sympathetic to the plight of a ho? I'm not
prostitute material; there’s no way I'd ever let a pimp control my mind. I had to
figure out how to hide my power and let Shug shine, but in an unexpected way.
Playing her as a dumb, slow ho that nobody cared about would have been much
too easy and obvious. And, as I found as I got to know my character, it would
have been dishonest, too.

If T wanted Shug to defy caricature and stereotype, she and I would have to
become more than acquaintances; we needed to be one. So, as I do with all my
characters, I deep-dived into the script, swimming beyond the page, learning not
just the words that would be coming out of Shug’s mouth, but every thought,
experience, attitude, and inflection that informed them. I'd take her with me in
the car and ask her, “Whose baby is that in your belly?” and then when I pulled
into the driveway, I'd say, “Do you even like kids?” I'd pace the kitcchen with
yogurt in one hand and the script in the other, and T'd say out loud, “You ever
consider stabbing that muthafucka DJay, the pimp, in his sleep?” Some days, I'd
scream out when Shug talked back to me. “I'm not stupid,” she told me one night
while T lounged in my living room. “I'm scared and in love!” I screamed so loud
my dog, Uncle Willie, jumped and started harking like he'd seen a stranger
running through the house. In a sense, he was seeing someone unfamiliar. Shug
was there.

When we got closer to principai production, I spent some time in Shug’s
world, down in the modest shotgun houses of Memphis, Tennessee, where it was
sticky and bleak and hotter than the Fourth of July. Between table reads, run-
throughs, and costume fittings, Terrence Howard, who playcd DJay, a pimp
struggling to become a rapper, Anthony Anderson, who portraycd an
underapprcciatcd hip hop produccr hopeful, and a few of the other cast
members and I ran all through the hood, riding through its dustiest back streets
and posting up in the Cramped, sweitering iiving rooms of its residents, trying to
find a lictle respite from the sun as we got to know the people for real. It was
there that I found Shug’s rhythrn, where I felt her weight. It was different from
that of singie black giris in DC—different from that of poor, desperate women



in Chicago and Detroit. This Memphis weight was distinct—country and dusty
and slow and thick, like that which I'd never before lifted.

Tucked into one of those living rooms was a girl who immediately made me
think of Shug. Not that she was anything like Shug, necessarily. There was just
something about her. She had on pum pum shorts and a tank top highlighting
her cleavage and a weave framing her baby face. A tattoo crept up her right
thigh; I think it was Snoopy. When she turned her head toward the light, the sun
glinted against her gold tooth.

“I'm Kissy,” she said, giggling.
“What you say? Keishi?” I asked, struggling to pick up her accent.

“No. It's Kissy,” she said, interrupting her answer to make kissing noises, “like

kissy.”
We talked and laughed and ralked and laughed some more, each of us letting

down our guards as the moments turned to minutes and the minutes stretched
to hours. They mimicked my DC accent, [ mimicked their deep southern drawl;
they’d laugh at me and I'd 1augh at them. Kissy stood out to me because she had
this sweetness about her. Plus, something about Memphis reminded me of the
summers [ spent with my grandmother in North Carolina when I was a child: I'd
gone to the mall and seen a few girls with chests full of baby powder to keep
themselves cool, just like my grandmother used to rub on her chest and mine,
too, when the thermometer crept so high the only reasonable thing to do was to

sweat.
Kissy becamc tl’lC hCEll”t ofmy Shug

She was nowhere on the screenwriter’s 120-page script; there, Shug was just a
skeleton. Tt was my job as a trained actress to give her skin and fat and blood
and DNA—to put the twang in her tongue and the fear dcep in her bones and
the hope in her heart. But I couldn’t build her until I opcned my eyes to see all of

hCI'.

My job is to make sure that cveryone clse sees my characters, too. On the first
day of filming, [ showed up to the set with a prosthetic on my bdly, a bare face,
and a bad weave, plus a gold tooth. “She’s gotta have a gold tooth,” I'd insisted
carlier, stating my case to the director, Craig Brewer, and to the head of
wardrobe. “Terrence has one, so guess what: If Shug’s a bottom bitch, who she



looking up to?” Craig stared at me, waiting for the answer. “Him. Her man. Why
she ain’t got a gold tooth? She needs one just like DJay’s.”

I was feeling good about Shug when I showed up to film the first scene. I had
to open the front door to the messy, sweltering house she shared with two other
prostitutes, a baby, and her pimp, and there was filth on top of filth and bodies
on top of bodies and Shug was pregnant and hot and sweaty. Shit was about to
get real. But just before Craig yelled action, I yelled, “Hold up!” I'd seen a bottle
of baby powder out of the corner of my eye; I grabbed it, peeled my dress from
my skin, and dumped a few puffs of the sweet-smelling dust down the front of
my breasts and neck. I smacked my hands together to get rid of the excess
powder and tossed the bottle back to the spot where the props guy had
originally placed it.

“Okay, go!” I said, taking my place by the door.

Craig yelled, “Cut!” and burst out laughing. “You're fucking brillianct!” he
hollered.

That moment happened because Taraji was no longer in the room; Shug was.
She was neither dumb nor slow; she had a backstory that mattered. She'd been
abused, making her casy prey, even for a sorry pimp like DJay, but she had a bit
ofﬂght to her, like, if she got that chance, if somebody sowed a good seed in her,
she would be an incredible citizen. I hid my power so that the audience could
see Shug’s quiet strength anchor her ragrag famﬂy, even and especially when it

seemed it was all falling to pieces.

[ think this is what distinguishes me—what makes me a different kind of
actress. | have the gift of bcing able to see what sometimes neither the creator
nor the director can see. This is what an actor is supposcd to do; we are not
robots, but humans who, if we're worth our salt, see beyond the page and decp
into our character’s soul. | gravitate toward characters like Shug, Yvette, Cookie,
and Queenie to give them some kind of royalty they wouldn’t necessarﬂy see in
their own circumstances—to illuminate them and tell their Story SO that the

audience knows what I know. They matter.
Sometimes my characters pay me in kind.

On the same day that we filmed the death of Queenie in Benjamin Button, my
cousin Daniel passed away. Understand this: losing him was like losing a rib,
particularly coming as it did on the heels ofmy father’s death. Compounding the
loss was that the day of my cousin’s January 2007 funeral was the day we shot
Queenice’s funeral for the film, and naturally I was upset because I couldn’e say



my final good-byes to the man I'd loved and respected. My patience was thin,
and the littlest things were agitating me, particularly the prosthetics that were
placed on my hands to make them look as old as Queenie was. For some reason,

the prosthetic on my left hand kept lifting.

“You better come fix this!” I warned the makeup team. David Fincher, the
director of Benjamin Button, was very meticulous, and if he saw even a hint of
that hand being out of order, there would be problems. Still, no matter how
much they fussed over that hand, it wouldn’t get right.

David had barely called it a night when I rushed to the phone to call my
godmother to ask her about the funeral. “How did everything go?” I asked.

“It was beautiful,” she said, “except rigor mortis started setting in, in his left
hand. They couldn’t get his hand to lie right in the casket.”

What a gift to know that Queenie allowed me and my cousin to be together
one last time. Acting is communication, not only person to person, but soul to
soul—a physical, emotional, and certainly spiritual expression. When I get it

right, it is life itself.



10
Building Characters

When Richard Pryor was at the height of his powers, I was only a kid, so

there was no way for me to understand the rhythm of his work as a humorist,
writer, actor, and producer, or the nuances that danced in his jokes, which
oozed attitude, and were unapologetic in their demand to look, really look, at the
absurdities of our deeply complex lives. On his stage, no secret was safe. Societal
wounds, formed by the shrapnel of race, poverty, misogyny, and insecurity, were
ripped open and poked at under his harsh, unrelenting spotlight, and the
characters he portrayed onstage—junkies, monsters, old southern gentlemen,
hustlers, lovers, even Richard Pryor himself—screamed out in agony but told
their tales anyway, aiways with a biting humor that made the audience 1augh
and think and feel. Pryor was an incredible entertainer and arguably the world’s
greatest comedian, but he was, above all else, a stellar storyteller who believed in

exposing the cruch.

[ wasn’t rcady for Richard Pryor’s truth the first time I saw him on the big
screen. My father took me to his 1982 concert movie, Richard Pryor: Live on the
Sunset Strip, the first big comeback stand—up routine he’d done after ncarly
burning himself alive in a drug—and—aicohol mishap two years carlier. I was

tWCiVC.

To be fair to my father, I did beg him to let me see it. [ was raised on a steady
diet of comedy—my adoration for the on-screen shcnanigans of Carol Burnett,
Lucille Ball, Goldie Hawn, and the like knew no bounds—and Richard Pryor, a
significant stroke in the pop~cuitural landscape of my childhood, was a part of
that pantheon of comedians that I respectsd, even if my mom wouldn’t let me
see most of his films. Mommy took those R ratings seriousiy, so she wasn’t about
to buy her preadolescent daughter movie tickets to see Pryor flicks like Bustin’
Loose, Stir Crazy, Greased Lightning, and Which Way Is Up?. Instead I had to live on



what I read about him in magazines like Ebony and Jet, and rely on the Richard
Pryor jokes I heard secondhand while eavesdropping around family dinners and
backyard barbecues on grown-up conversation, which always seemed to
eventually veer into what the comedian had done, said, or joked about in his
movies and stand-up routine recordings. But Live on the Sunset Strip was one
that, by hook or by crook, I was going to see—with or without my mother’s

permission. I knew my father would not say no to me.

“Now listen here, he gonna be saying some things,” my father warned. “You
ain’t ready for that shit.”

“But Daddy, please!” I begged. “I love him! He’s so funny.”

My father narrowed his eyes and looked at me sideways, like this was going
to determine whether I could handle all that came with a Richard Pryor joint. I
clasped my hands together in the classic begging position, smiled my smile,
blinked my eyes, and bounced around excitedly while he silently pondered the
implications of taking a twelve-year-old to hear some Pryor stand-up. “Please,
Daddy, please!” I said, bouncing around.

“You're gonna be uncomfortable,” my dad said. “He’s talking about sex and
shit.”

“I don’t care,” I insisted. “I want to see it.”
Finally, Dad caved. “Okay. Don’t tell your mother I took you.”

A few days later, well after it was dark, way after the average twelvc—year—old
would have bathed, climbed into her pajamas, and said her evening prayers,
Daddy and [ piled onto a Washington, DC, bus headed all the way up Sixteenth
Street, into a nice white neighborhood teeming with expensive restaurants, bars,
and lots of revelers, drunk, cursing, and hopping from club to club looking for
their next bit of fun. Dad and T arrived just in time for the ten o clock show:
after he got me settled in my seat, my father took a beer out of his jackct pocket,
drank it, then promptly fell aslcep, leaving me to deciphcr all on my own
Richard Pryor’s commentary on prison, the mafia, masturbation, orgasms,
Africa, the word “nigger,” and freebasing. [ mean, Richard Pryor said some
things, and for the most pare, | laughed, but God, I was uncomfortable and
embarrassed and rcady to melt into that seat. Finally, just as the credits bcgan to
roll, Daddy woke up and stretched like it was a new day, then looked over at me
and saw my face, wide—eyed and contorted in a combination of horror,
fascination, and wonder. Dad 1aughed his ass off.



“I told yo ass!” he said when he finally composed himself. “Now come on. And
don’t tell your mother.”

I kept my mouth shut. But I never, ever forgot the experience, and later,
when I had the opportunity to really dig deep into Richard Pryor’s films and
stand-up routines, I came to appreciate the intricacy of his humor—how each of
his characters, whether wrapped in a joke or prancing across the big screen,
revealed something deeper than what was on the surface. A nine-year-old
masturbating in a tub wasn’t so much a nasty little boy as he was a kid on a
journey to discovering his body; an aggrieved husband shooting up his own car
to spite his wife is angry, but he’s also proud that the car is proof he’s a good
provider; a backwater country man who runs into Dracula may be too ignorant
to know he’s facing off against a killer, but he’s observant, confident, and skilled
enough to pick at the vampire’s flaws and fend him off with insulting, cutting
words. Each of those revelations, and so many more, goes to the heart of his
characters’ humanity, revea]ing what u]timately rules their actions: insecurity,

fear, racism, boredom, empathy, lust, wonder.

This, to me, made Richard Pryor not only funny, but also a master teacher—
one of the first entertainers to reveal to me the importance of going deeper than
what is on the page. He used his body. He made noises and faces. His sighs and
well-timed chuckles and the way he could shrink himself, this superstar, bigger
than life, into a pi]e of everyman Vulnerabi]ity, made me connect with him. I got
the same from watching Lucille Ball and Carol Burnett, Goldie Hawn, Bette
Davis, and Tom Hanks, too, each of them masters at transforming themselves—

masters at Creating iconic characters.

[ live for iconic characters. Think Angela Bassett in Waiting to Exhale, when
she runs through the closet of her soon-to-be ex-husband, rambling on and on
about being the sucker for putting her man above herself, only to have him
stomp her heart into the ground. Who can forget the sight of her ripping his
expensive suits oft the hangers, piiing them all into his fancy car, striking that
match, iighting her cigarette, tossing the tiny flame on top of that beautiful ride
then stomping down the driveway, the inferno behind her matching the rage in
her eyes? We'll never stop taiking, cither, about Angeia’s star turn in What’s Love
Got to Do with It, a transformation into the superstar Tina Turner so thorough n
its innocence, weariness, fear, and drive that it doesn’t occur to us viewers until
the end of the film, when it transitions into a real-life Tina Turner stage
performance, that Angela 1s only playing Tina, and is not the actual singer

herseif.



This is what I love, too, about Sanaa Lathan, an incredible actress whose
performance in the 2000 rom com Love & Basketball was downright
transformative. She literally disappeared into her character, Monica, an
ambitious but frustrated college basketball player desperate in her pursuit of
both stardom on the court and love with a childhood friend who is as passionate
about the sport as she. I know Sanaa. She is as far from a tomboy as they come—
all curves and soft, pink, and girly. But on-screen, she was a cornrow-wearing,
six-pack-having baller with a sportsman’s heart and a disgust for makeup and
tight dresses. There’s one scene in particular that stands out to me as the finest
example yet of her ability to turn herself inside out and become Monica, so
much so that Sanaa disappears. In it, she’s playing an intense high school game
in front of a coach scouting Monica for the roster of a college team she’s
desperate to play for, when she misses a potentially game-winning shot and has
to foul out in order to give her team the chance to win without her. Forced to
deal with the disappointment and embarrassment of failing her team, Monica
stalks over to the sidelines and literally hides from the crowd, fighting back her
tears while she buries her face in the folds of her jersey. What was incredible to
me as an actress was Sanaa’s choice to make the scene not about the tears, but
the hiding. T watch a mind-numbing number of movies—for work, for pleasure,
to study, to learn—and today I remember that scene, more than fifteen years

old, as though I watched it five minutes ago. That’s acting. That's iconic.

I think the transformation is rooted in actors’ commitment to their characters—
their unapologetic dedication to tearing oft every shred of themselves and
getting down to the truth of who it is they are portraying: the angry wife who
gave her all, and is disappointed in herself for not demanding it in return; the
singer who depended on her man to make her a star and took his fists and kicks
because she was still grateful to him for loelieving in her; the eollege basketball
player struggling to hold on to her identity, knowing that doing so flies in the
face of the ultrafemme, play—yourself—short, bow-to-the-man narrative society
writes for women. When one commits to the truth, it becomes impossible to
ignore both the character and her story. It is in that magic where the best stories

lie.

[ learned the value of committing to my truth from my father, who in my
cyes was one of the greatest storytellers of my time. He was unrelenting in his
insistence and masterful in his delivery, cornpletely unsatisfied with his work
until his audience was whooping and hollering and laughing out loud. It was the



embellishing that gave his stories their luster; no matter that he was standing
there right in your face, telling a bold-ass, black-ass lie, he committed to
building the padding around every detail to really make his listeners think he
was telling the truth—even if the subject of said story knew better.

Take, for instance, the time when he convinced my friends that I ate bugs as
a child. “I'm telling you! You ate ants!” he insisted, to the howls of a handful of
my friends who'd come over to chill for a spell. It’s a story I'd heard him recount
all my life, but on this particular occasion, at the tender age of twelve, I'd finally
figured out that he was just trying to embarrass me, the hallmark of parents’
interaction with their children’s pals. Life isn’t complete unless you take your
kids down a peg or two in front of the numbskulls who hold your children in
high regard and regularly celebrate their cool factor.

“Daddy, I'm not crazy,” I insisted, while my friends, lounging lazily on the
swings at the park, continued to laugh. “Are you trying to say I would be sitting

in the corner, eating ants that were crawling on the floor?”

“Yeah! You'd be eating ants!” he insisted. “Deny it if you want to, but I was
there. T know what you used to do. You'd pick them up with your little fingers
and watch them wriggle around and then pop 'em in your mouth.” The story
would be embellished, of course, with his acting out the actual eating—this
oversized man with the same huge, expressive eyes as mine, pinching his ﬂngers
together and serunching up his nose and stieking out his tongue like some kind
of hungry, odd—looking anteater on the prowl for a quiek meal.

“Well, what kind of father were you that you let your child get out of your
sight to go eat ants?” | asked in mock anger. My friends just 1aughed and
1aughed. But Daddy wouldn’t let it go. By the time the banter died down, he
reaﬂy had me believing I ate bugs oft the floor. Committed. He committed to his

StOI‘y, however absurd.

I'd like to think that this is what makes my Own most well-known characters
iconic. My secret weapon is the commitment—my dedication to the choices I
make as I breathe life into those characters. When my director yells, “Cut!” and
we agree to do another take of that scene, and yet another still, I am digging n
and 1ayering and sprink]ing all kinds of seasoning into the stew that makes up

the character, her life, her emotions, her mentality in the moment. All of it.

Consider the scene in the film Baby Boy when Jody and Yvette get into yet
another fight, this one after she finds an open box of condoms in her car—the
one Jody drives while she’s at work, hustling to make ends meet for herself and



their son. In that heated exchange, Yvette, frustrated, hurting, and embarrassed,
screams, “I hate you, Jody!” Now, on the page as John Singleton wrote it, it’s
simply, “I hate you.” But as an actress, I have to commit to the meaning of the
words—their intention—not just the words themselves. It was I who had to
decide whether Yvette is really saying she hates Jody deep down in her insides,
or if she’s saying she loves him but hates the way he chooses to love her back, or
it she’s really saying, “This hurts me more than you could possibly know, but
fuck you, Jody. Get your shit and get the hell on,” or if; truly, she’s saying, “God,
I love you, let’s go upstairs and make another baby.” The words are just words,
but the intentions lead to both the action and the reaction, so whichever way I,
as an actress, choose to deliver those intentions will dictate how I say it. In the
case of Yvette, I decided that she doesn’t hate Jody, she loves him, but neither
she nor Jody knows how to communicate, so she wouldn’t necessarily know how
to say, “Listen to me, boy, I have some issues with you and I don’t like the way
you take my car and leave me. I hate how you treat me.” She doesn’t hate Jody.
She’s trying to provoke him and get something from him—his loyalty and trust.
He doesn’t know how to give that, because, like her, he’s a kid stuck in a very
adult situation, having to make adult decisions when he’s simply not ready to do
s0. So what does he do instead? He uses his fist to get her to stop yelling at him,
and then he tries to queii her anger and sadness by giving her oral sex. This is
how kids communicate. A younger actress may not necessariiy know or
understand this, so it’s questionable whether she'd be able to move beyond the
page—beyond the words “I hate you.” Yvette, then, would have been a caricature
—a sassy, thumb-sucking baby mama with no depth. T was able to make Yvette
memorable, I think, because I had some mileage on me. I could turn those words
around on my tongue and squish them against my lifetime of experience, not
only as a single mother but also as a woman who has loved and wanted to love
again. And I'd just gone through almost the same situation with my son’s father
—a reaiity that T carried like a festcring wound that would not heal. My
commitment to Yvette and her choices almost broke the real Taraji.

[t is important to me to extend that commitment to the character even when
the camera isn’t focused on her. Some actors give their all when the camera is
trained in their direction and they’re speaking the words, but they’re content to
disappcar when the focus is on someone else. They almost become as inanimate
an objﬁct as the painting hanging on the wall, or the props sitting on the table:
still, lifeless. This is not my way. No matter if my character is the focus of the
scene or somewhere in the background, with no words to speak in that

particuiar moment, I'm bringing it. For my character’s sake. For my own sake as



an actress who wants to make her characters memorable and meaningful.
Consider my portrayal of Vernell Watson in Talk to Me, the biopic on Petey
Greene (portrayed beautifully and with crackling clarity by Don Cheadle), the
controversial Washington, DC, television and radio talk show host. Vernell is a
composite of the different women Petey dated during his twenty-year reign over
DC radio from the sixties through the eighties, when he died. Because there was
no real Vernell Watson that I could call for my research, no auntie or cousin
who could tell me her struggles and why she loved that man, I was charged with
creating her on my own. I started by considering the time period, studying the
civil rights movement, the black power movement, the clothing and hair and
attitudes of black folk in urban areas of those times. Watching Blaxploitation
movies and episodes of Soul Train helped me get my swag right: my Afro wasn’t
so much a hairstyle as it was a crown; my walk not so much one foot in front of
the other as it was a strut—a signal that Vernell owned all of who she was, that
she felt and was empowered. And then I got down to the heart of who Petey
was, because to understand him would be to understand the type of woman who
could love him. I talked on several occasions with Dewey Hughes, Petey’s
manager (played by the brilliant Chiwetel Ejiofor), who was on set; Dewey was
quick to point out that Petey had absolutely no filcer—that he would say exactly
what was on his mind, with no thought about feelings or repercussions, and
being that strong-willed often ran him into walls he couldn’t knock down. I
concluded that a man that tortured, that outspoken, that sure, could be loved
only by a woman equally tortured, outspoken, and confident; her crazy had o

match his damn crazy for them to click.

So when you sce Vernell in Talk to Me, she is always on one hundred, even
and espeeiaily when she is not meant to be the focus of the shot. In one
partieuiar scene in a bar, my character is sitting next to Petey but is meant to be
nothing more than background. Still, she’s smoking a cigarette and bobbing to
the music pumping through the bar’s speakers, and when her song comes on, she
lets out a “Whooo, heeeey!” like, “That’s my jam right there.” In that moment,
my character is iiving. She is real. She is fiiiing in the empty spaces and Coioring

outside the lines to heip give a more eompiete picture.

[ revel in being the character—so much more than being the superstar. | do
not wish ever to be that actress who has a great personality and is comfortable
in her skin but portrays her own personality over and over again on film. Those
kinds of actors never disappear in a scene. When it comes to my work, I refuse
to be Taraji in makeup.



Of course, making a character iconic requires more than just my
commitment as an actress; the magic comes, too, in the collaboration with the
director. As the captain of the ship, he or she has to steer the production, but we
must trust each other’s choices to make that magic possible. To be an actress is
to give your insides—your beating heart, your gut, your soul—to another artist,
trusting that he or she will protect it and make it look its best. I have to trust
the vision. The chemistry has to be on point. There needs to be a certain kind of
connection, the kind that is so attuned that I can tell just by the way the
director yells “Cut!” whether we'll be doing another take or if I delivered exactly
what he or she needed to fill in the most perfect picture.

[ enjoyed this type of relationship with the director Craig Brewer, with
whom I partnered to create the most perfect Shug in Hustle & Flow. I knew we
had her when we collaborated on the scene in which my character walks
nervously into her man’s makeshift studio and sings the hook on his rap single,
“It’s Hard Out Here for a Pimp.” When we filmed the part of the scene in which
DJay plays back Shug’s vocals for everyone in the room, it was my instinct to
have Shug listen to the music while rocking and nervous and then freeze when
she hears her own voice. Shug literally stops breathing and sits there gape-jawed,
shocked at the sound flowing from the speakers.

“Cut—we got it!” Craig said after capturing the moment. After a beat, he
considered what we'd done and decided he needed more. “You know what? This

time, put your hand OVCer your mouth WhCl’l you l’lCQI your voice.”

“Okay,” T said, knowing exactly where he was going with it, without his
having to waste even another word explaining. What Craig was looking for was
what I'd committed to: portraying Shug as a2 woman who was smothered, with
neither voice nor power in her circumstances. Covering Shug’s mouth, then, was
about Shug needing to stifle the words, as though she were saying, “Oh my God,
that came out of my mouth!” We needed to portray not only her surprise, but
also her disbelief in her contribution, and her delight and her pride n doing
something that had value. This is to say that the director had an idea, and Shug,
in all her innocence and fear in the moment, told me Why she was doing it. In

covering her mouth, she was amplifying her voice.

It was an incredible collaboration—not just with Craig, but, ultimately, with
the audience as well, who understood Shug as much more than just some hood
rat with a decent voice. Shug, along with Yvette, Benjamin Button’s Queenie, and
Empire’s Cookie, each take audiences on very specifie journeys that leave them
thinking about the ride and the person driving it, long after the credits roll. The



fans respond to the characters by sitting what they loved about them at my feet.
Truly, 'm always thrown by who responds to which characters. I can run across
a black girl from Harlem and she'll say, “God, I loved you in Benjamin Button!”
and I can get the same level of excitement from a bunch of giggly Lebanese girls
out shopping in Neiman Marcus, running up to me and yelling, “Argh! It’s
Cookie! We love Cookie!”

The first time I realized my characters resonated with audiences across racial,
ethnic, cultural, and economic boundaries was one particular evening when 1
was leaving the old Landmark Hotel in Hollywood. There I was, walking toward
the valet, my feet a little sore, my eyes heavy from fatigue and pinot noir, when I
spotted a small group of handsome white men, all dressed in suits, looking as
corporate as they come. I gave them the once-over and one of my best smiles,
thinking, Well, feel free to holler at me! And then, sure enough, they walked
toward me and one said, “Hey! You were in Baby Boy, weren’t you?”

[ grinned. “Yes,” I said, totally flattered that they not only recognized me, but
also knew me from a flick T completely didn’t expect that they would have
known, much less watched. Remember, Baby Boy, which performed modest]y at
the box office, was barely a blip on anybody’s radar; T was sure that no one
outside of a very specific urban (read: black) audience had seen it. It wasn’t until
it came out on DVD that it got the shine it deserved and became an iconic film,

but that hadn’c happened yet.

A similar experience occurred when I tested for my first television series, The
Division, on Lifetime TV. There I was, standing in a room full of white suits—
network types who couldn’t get any more corporate than in this particular
crowd. And one man, Aaron Lipstadt, stood up and said, in all earnestness,

“Your work in Baby Boy was phcnomcnal.”

Their responses, unexpected but pure and welcome, give me air, and thcy let
me know that my instinct to connect with the audience through my

commitment to the truth wins every time.
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On Being a Black Woman in
Hollywood

It was still sticky and warm in New Orleans when we started principal shooting

for The Curious Case of Benjamin Button in November 2006, and T was miserable.
By then, Dad had passed, and my heart was every bit as muddy and broken as
that gorgeous city, which was dcspcratcly scratching and struggling its way out
of the watery grave Hurricane Katrina had mercilessly buried it in just the year
before. T was in a serious funk, stewed and served up piping hot with a heap of
deeply personal losses and also huge business setbacks—a thorough Hollywood
screwing that was, frankly, typical for a black woman trying to make a fair and

honest wage in the entertainment industry.

The truth is, I should have been riding high when [ got the part as Queenie in
The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. 1 didn’t expect, really, to get the role in the
first placc, what with every black actress in the Northern Hcmisphcrc vying for
the part. When my manager, Vince, called to tell me the director, David Fincher,
wanted to meet, [ wasn't rcally excited by the prospects ofsitting in a cactle call
of actresses scrapping for the jolo. Plus, the meeting fell on the day that T was
hosting a garage sale at my placc, and I was way more into hustling to sell my
gcntly worn dresses, stilettoes, and other pcrsonal goodics to raise a little
shopping cash for a trip I was taking to Italy than I was jockcying for the gig. 1
mean, I'd alrcady set up shop: [ had my dresses on mannequins and my jcwclry
and shoes ncatly arrangcd on wcll—appointcd tables, and even an area with entire
ensembles configurcd for shoppcrs who may not have immcdiatcly seen the
value of’ purchasing more than an item or two. I even had champagnc and orange
juice chilling in the refrigcrator, and donuts, too, because sugar and mimosas

make prospective buycrs lingcr longcr, which would only increase my bottom



line. Vince's repeated phone calls ordering me down to Fincher’s office were
wrecking my garage sale flow.

“But the meeting is going to fall in the middle of my sale,” I insisted when
Vince called me for what seemed like the tenth time. I ran my fingers over the
flyers I'd printed up advertising the sale: one said SELLING EVERYTHING: FROM THE
ROOTER TO THE TOOTER! “Besides, why are these people working on the weekend
anyway? Don't people take off on Saturdays? Can’t they meet with me on
Monday?”

“I don’t care how many outfits you have ready to sell,” Vince said
emphatically. “I need you to get over to Fincher’s place.”

Reluctantly, T sent out a mass email to my friends telling them that the sale
was off and went to sleep mad about it. The next morning, I woke up still mad
and, with an attitude, got myself dressed for the part. The anger was distracting,
but it didn't keep me from focusing on the task at hand: even while T was
mumbling and cursing out everyone I could think of for my “predicament,” I still
knew to keep the makeup off my face, to wear period picces that would have me
looking like the character, and to run my lines so that I could walk into
Fincher’s office not as Taraji, but Queenie, ready to kill that audition, even if
didn’t think T had a snowball’s chance in hell of getting it.

Still mad, T hustled mysehC to the address Vince gave me, fuiiy expecting the
pandemonium that comes with the cattle call auditions for which Hoiiywood 18
famous. But something, I noticed immediately, was off: T arrived to what cieariy
was Fincher’s office. Well, this is different, I told myseif as [ climbed out ofmy car
and surveyed the driveway. There were oniy two other cars in the lot, hardiy
enough to produee the pandemonium I was expecting. When I walked through
that door, oniy Fincher and his casting director, Laray Mayfieid, were there. It
was me he was iooking for—me and me alone. Unbeknownst to me, the casting
director, Laray, had aiready whispered my name direetiy into Fincher’s ear after
seecing me in Hustle & Flow, insisting that the actress who rocked out Shug’s
character in the film would make the perfect Queenie. Fincher trusted and

believed her, and he'd saved the part just for me.

“Forgive me,” Fincher said, “I never saw Hustle & Flow. But Laray told me so
much about you, and when she put in the DVD of your work, she cried while she
watched it with me. She believes in your work.”

Fiabbergasted by the words coming out of Fincher’s mouth, I sat and stared
at him, distracted oniy by Laray’s enthusiastic agreement. “Yes,” she said



’7?

boisterously in her thick Tennessee accent, “this is our Queenie

[ was listening intently, but in my head, T was suspicious. I kept looking over
my shoulder toward the door, convinced that any second now, there would be a
stampede of actresses ready to reaudition for the role. But there weren't any. Just
me. | was being invited to play at a different level that actresses dream of
achieving, in a role opposite Cate Blanchett and Brad Pict. This was real.

I gave myself a quick and silent pep talk: Ger your shit together. This is real.
Forget the sale and focus.

“Taraji, I want you to run a scene for me, just so we can see where you are,”
Fincher said.

I chose the scene in which Queenie first finds the baby, old and decrepi,
abandoned on the stoop of the nursing home where Queenie works. And in an
instant, Taraji, the thirty—six—year—o]d sing]e mom eager to get back to her
garage sale, was gone, replaced by an older southern woman holding on to a
10neiy life, battered and bruised by the trials that came in the segregated South.
When T looked up, Laray was crying and Fincher was looking on in awe. “That
was beautiful,” he said. “So tender.”

“Look, you can hire her and make this job easy,” Laray shared later after 1
booked the gig, “or you can look at all of these,” she told Fincher, pointing to a
pi]e of DVD audition reels.

Fineher ChOSC ti’lC former.

[ was ecstatic. Here I was, about to be a bona fide star, with all the
accouterments that came with the title. At least that’s what it looked like on the
call sheet, where I was listed as the third prineipal actor in the cast. This was a
huge role—the first in my big—sereen repertoire in which 1 piayed a main
character in a flick speeifiealiy geared toward a mainstream (read: white)
audience. I am not suggesting for even a half a beat that this made the gig more
important than the work I did in, say, Hustle & Flow or Baby Boy. But starring in
a big—budget Holiywood film opposite box office draws such as Pitt and
Blanchett was supposed to come with an entirely different set of possibilities: a
bigger budget, a wider audience, more publieity, critical responses that could
open more doors for me as an actress, and—glory!—a faccer paycheek. When the
movie was released, most of this came to fruition, I'll cop to that. But the last

item never materialized.



After I got word that I'd received the part, my manager, Vince, settled down
to the business of negotiating my pay and quickly crashed into a veritable
concrete wall of “take it or leave it” negotiations that left me juggling the
equivalent of sofa change compared with what my costars received.

Both Brad and Cate got millions. Me? With bated breath, I sat by the phone
for hours, waiting for Vince to call and tell me the number that I thought would
make me feel good: somewhere in the mid six figures—no doubt a mere
percentage of what Brad was bringing home to Angelina and their beautiful
babies, but something worthy of a solid up-and-coming actress with a decent
amount of critical acclaim for her work. Alas, that request was dead on arrival.
“I'm sorry, Taraji,” Vince said quietly when we finally connected. “They came in
at the lowest of six figures. I convinced them to add in a little more, but that’s as
high as they'd go.” There was one other thing: I'd have to agree to pay my own
location fees while filming in New Orleans, meaning three months of hotel

expenses would be coming directly out of my pocket. Insult, meet injury.

Much ado was made when Forbes's 2015 annual list of the ten highest-paid
actors and actresses hit newsstands, revealing the gross pay disparity between
the genders. Collectively, the men stashed $431 million into their bank accounts,
while the women pulled in $218 million—about half' that of their male
counterparts, even though the top-earning women were some movie-industry
heavy hitters with blockbuster projects on the screen. Rather than uphold that
pesky, 10ng—held code of silence about what they get paid, actresses like ]ennifer
Lawrence, Patricia Arquette, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Reese Witherspoon set it
off, with Jennifer leading the charge in an essay that had the entire blogosphere
giving her virtual fist bumps for telling it like it is after getting wind of the Sony
Pictures email hack that revealed she'd gotten millions less than her male
American Hustle costars. In her piece, the Oscar-winning Hunger Games star
blamed herself for “giving up” in her own negotiations out of fear that she’d be
labeled “spoiled” or “difficult” for demanding equal pay. “I'm over trying to find
the ‘adorable’ way to state my opinion and still be likable! I don’t think I've ever
worked for a man in Charge who spent time contemplating what angle he should

use to have his voice heard,” she wrote. “It’s just heard.”

[ understood and respected the messengers and espccially their messages.
There’s no reason that in the twenty—first century we should be having this
discussion, but here we are, with women—not just us actresses, but all women,
whether they run a Fortune 500 company or answer the phones at one—getting
paid less than seventy cents for every dollar 2 man makes, even less if they’re



women of color. But being a black woman in Hollywood comes with a unique
set of challenges that can make comparisons of who made what according to

gender feel like folly.

The fact of the matter is that Viola Davis was dead right when she used her
historic 2015 Emmy Award acceptance speech to contextualize the discussion on
inequities in Hollywood. “‘In my mind, I see a line,"” said Viola, who, in winning
the Emmy, became the first African American actress ever to take home the
award for best actress in a drama. “‘And over that line, I see green fields and
lovely flowers and beautiful white women with their arms stretched out to me,
over that line. But I can’t seem to get there no how. I can’t seem to get over that
line.” That was Harriet Tubman in the 1800s. And let me tell you something: the
only thing that separates women of color from anyone else is opportunity. You
cannot win an Emmy for roles that are simply not there.”

She went on to thank a grip of folk—me included—who are working
tirelessly in front of and behind the camera to be the habitual line-steppers,
bringing an influx of quality work to television with shows like How to Ger Away
with Murder, Scandal, Empire, Being Mary Jane, Gotham, Black-ish, Bones, and the
like. Still, while television finally blazes its brilliant path, big-screen projects
continue to place black actresses squarely in the margins, with leading roles
practieally nonexistent and pay for the work that is there as paltry as the
opportunities, despite the depth of talent we bring to the table. Consider this: A
white peer on the same come-up as me pulled in a half million dollars for an
independent movie she got right after she finished a small—budget film that got
her similar critical acclaim as I got for Hustle. Her movie was neither big—budget
nor partieularly memorable, but she still got paid. But demanding and holding
out for a half million in a much-talked-about film starring one of the biggest
stars in the game could have cost me, the black actress who worked alongside
her in the same movie that brought her the same accolades, my job. The math
really is pretty simple: there are way more talented black actresses than there are
intelligent, meaningful roles for them, and were eonsistently eharged with

leil’lg fOI' tl’lC erumbs Of‘ tllC scraps, lCSt W¢ starve.

This is exaetly how a studio can get away with paying the person who’s name
is third on the call sheet of a big—budget film less than 2 percent what it’s paying
the person whose name is listed first. I knew the stakes: no matter how talented,
no matter how many accolades my prior work had received, if T pushed for more
money, I'd be replaced and no one would so much as blink. So I took my little



check, booked myself a small efficiency suite at the local Embassy Suites, and got

my ass on to work.

Let me put this out there: a six-figure paycheck and a three-month stay in a
hotel is a very big deal where I come from, and this is never far from my mind
today as I move through the world, tucking my A-lister coins in my purse and
dropping my luggage at the front doors of some of the finest five-star lodging
there is to offer. I know that this didn’t have to be, and I'm quite clear that the
accouterments that come with being a popular celebrity can be here today and
gone just as quickly tomorrow. But damn if I didn’c have an attitude sitting up
in that dingy room in the Embassy Suites, staring at that kicchenette with the
old, dusty microwave taking up all the counter space, trying to block out the
noise of the five-member family next door bumping up against the walls and
playing their television way too loudly while I tried to get myself prepared to
play Queenie. I'd sit on the edge of my bed and stew. I was so bitter and angry
about so many things—all of them complicated by my dad’s death. T wanted to
cop an attitude. Instead, I took it to God. I prayed so hard in that hotel room
that my knees were black. And finally, He led me to the mission: make it so they

ncever, ever FOTgCt you, and t]’lCTl g0 claim What’S yours.

That's exactly what I did. Instead of wasting that energy continuing to be
mad, T used it to build my character into an emotional, no-nonsense but huge-
hearted woman who loved big, despite circumstances that weren’t ideal for a
black woman in the early 19005, barely fifty years after the end of slavery, in the
midst of Jim Crow. Whenever I heard footsteps above my head, or felt
unappreciated, or thought about my financial situation, I poured every ounce of
that fceling into her. I transferred my sadness to Queenie, too; after all, as a
black woman in the segrcgated South, poor, lonely, barren, and about to wind
her way through the Great Depression, she had a lot to be dcpressed about. This
is how Queenie is living, | kept saying to myself. She’s in the basement in the corner
room under the stairs. The people she takes care of live on top of her head, litemlly, and
they live better than her. This ain’t about you. This is not Yyour story. This is about her.
I'd listen to music and 1yrics from the era—lots of Louis Armstrong, Fats Waller,
Cole Porter, and Bessie Smith—to capture the sentiment and mood of that
period, and I'd study, too, how an aging body breaks down, so that I could
accuratdy reflect the ailments of a scventy—year—old woman. And every word of
prayer 1 had in my heart while reﬂecting on my own life in that room at the
Embassy Suites I tucked into Queenie. Those prayers manifested themselves in
her cyes and words and even her fingers, which unconsciously but constantly



rubbed on and grabbed the simple cross that hung around her neck. I leaned on
Him. She did, too.

All that anger 1 had, all that disappointment, all that bitterness, I ultimately
laid it all aside and focused, instead, on the work. When I did that, my
performance of Queenie became transformed into a spiritual awakening, not
just for me but also the audiences who watched the film and cheered my
performance. So many times, my costars, many of them elders in the industry
and the kind of Hollywood divas who aren’t necessarily generous with
compliments, would corner me on set, cup my chin, and say, “You really are
something to see. You are it. Youre going to get an Academy nomination for
this one.” Same with the cameramen. I'd be coming out of makeup or running
my fingers over the goodies on the craft services table, and invariably one of
them would sidle up next to me and say, “Youre killing it.” Even studio
executives were ﬂying in with news that my work had the Academy members

buzzing. “It’s you,” one said. “They're focused on you.”

I'd made Queenie—and, by extension, Taraji—remarkabie, so much so that I
got my first Academy Award nomination, for best supporting actress. I was
sleepy and a tad drunk—the remnants of a good time had when I went out with
my friend and fellow actress Sanaa Lathan—when my friends began Caﬂing with
the good news. Going out had been Sanaa’s idea; she didn’t like hearing chat 1
was anxious and pacing around in circles, waiting for the big announcement that
was to take place first thing in the morning, before the sun did its slow rise
above the horizon. “You need to go out, baby,” she chided after I revealed my
anxiety. “You shouldn’t be in the house waiting for a call. You should be passed

out and woken up to the call.”
“She’s right, Mom,” Marcell said, Chiming in. “You need to go out. Just go.”

Puliing myself together, [ put on a cute dress, some hot shoes, and some
bright—red iipstick, kissed my son good night, linked arms with my friend, and
headed to a club in Los Angeles, a spot next to Jerry’s Famous Deli on Beverly
Boulevard. Sanaa and I made our own fun, giggling and taiking and sipping
pinot noir and ﬂirting with some of the patrons there and dancing to our own

beat. It was the absolute perfect elixir for my racked, jittery nerves.

A few hours later, I went to bed and fell into a deep slcep. I woke up, biurry
eyed, to my ringing phone. It was five in the morning, and my manager was on
the other end of the line, yapping incoherently in my ear. | knew from the

excitement in his voice to look at the television. Sure enough, there was my



name, ﬂashing across the screen: Best Supporting Actress: Taraji P. Henson. 1
ran around in circles, muffling my screams to keep from waking my son; my dog,
Uncle Willie, ran behind me in circles, every bit as excited as 1.

The whirlwind of red carpets, media appearances, and international press
conferences that would round out the Benjamin Button Oscar campaign was
extraordinary, a spectacle of five-star glitter and glam. We were charged with
drumming up as much publicity as we could to grab the attention of the voters
responsible for picking the winners. Let me tell you: everything then was first
class and five star, from the hotels and restaurants to the travel and the people,
some of whom couldn’t have been bothered to see me when I was in the films
with the primarily black casts, but who knew my name now that “Taraji P.
Henson” was accompanied by “Oscar nominee.” I was happy to be there, happy
to show up in my pretty gowns with my huge smile and promote the hell out of
our movie. After all, T was proud of my work and quite pleased that the

Academy had nominated me.

Still, T had to keep my ego in check. This is not an easy proposition in this
industry, where people blowing smoke up your ass is social protocol designed
specifically to get you high enough to believe your own hype and lose focus of
the bigger picture. With a hungry baby bird back in Los Angeles, depending on
me to put food in his mouth, keep a roof over his head, and make sure his school
tuition was paid on time, I made a point of reminding myself that an Oscar or
Emmy or any other fancy award I might earn for my performances, while nice,
could never be my end game. They could open a few doors, but they'd guarantee
neither success nor financial surplus, nor the meaty roles that strecch and honor
the talent, particularly if youre a black woman. Those pieces of metal cannot
begin to speak for this gift God gave me and what it personally represents. Only
the work does.

This is precisely Why I wasn’t presscd when, while sitting in that Oscar
audience, the cameras trained on my reaction, the announcer said, “And the
winner of the Academy Award for best supporting actress is . . . Penélopc Cruz!”
I was happy for her and totally not sorry for me; my mother was by my side, my
grandmother was a few rows back with my manager, Vincent, | was in a room
full of my peers, | had on a slamming dress, my hair looked good, my makeup
was gorgeous, I was a thousandaire, and I was having the time of my life.
Completely unaware of this stance, Brad and his wife, Ange]ina Jolie, with
whom [ was sitring, reached over to me after my loss, worried that I might be

upset. “Are you okay?” they kept asking.



“I'm fine,” I insisted. “Can [ get some more wine?”

“Let’s go get a shot,” Angelina countered. Brad and Angic’s support for me

during that entire awards season means more to me than they’ll ever know.

The day after the Oscar loss, everything was silent. There was nowhere to be.
Nothing to do. My phone wasn’t ringing. It was as if the entire world had
stopped spinning, and everyone who had been sticking a microphone in my face,
calling my name, and begging me to stand in the bright lights had completely
forgotten about me. I welcomed the solace; nothing made me happier than to
take a beat to lay around the house in complete solitude. Still, T smirked just
thinking about the hoopla—the farce of it all. On that quiet day, the only person
to reach out to me was the director Tyler Perry, with whom I'd partied like it
was 1999 at the Prince Oscar party the night before. He called to see how I was
doing after the loss, but also to put your girl to work. His offer: a starring role in
his 2009 movie I Can Do Bad All by Myself, in which T played April, a lounge
singer who reluctantly becomes a surrogate mom to her sister’s three kids. I was
grateful for the work, but even more, I'm grateful to Tyler for putting me on the
road to being paid my worth. It was he who gave me a fair wage to star in his
movie, which ultimate]y raised my quote—the baseline pay | could negotiate
going into subsequent movie deals. “Get your money,” he said. It was because of
him—not an Oscar nomination—that I never had to take another movie project

at the rock bottom of six ﬂgures.

I'm happy when black women win; the significance is important to the whole. If
nothing else, Viola Davis’s Emmy win for her role as Annalise Keating in How to
Ger Away with Murder got that “first black woman to ever win” thing out of the
way so that everybody could stop harping on it as if badass actresses like Viola,
Regina King, Kerry Washington, Gabrielle Union, Sanaa Lathan, Regina Hall,
Jada Pinkett Smith, Nia Long, Angela Bassett, Vivica Fox, and the like haven’t
been here, grinding and putting it down on television and film while the
industry Collcctively slcpt on our skills. Perhaps what was most important about
Viola’s win was her 1ifting her voice on our behalf, insisting that Holiywood
follow in the footsteps of showrunners like Shonda Rhimes and Lee Daniels in
opening its eycs—and its scripts—to the physical, emotional, mental, and social
complﬁxities of black womanhood and all the possibiiitiﬁs that lie in its
exploration. Consider how Viola devoured the meatiest parts of her role: she
showed that a dark-skinned African American woman could be sexy and sexual,



cunning and conniving, slick and brilliant and all kinds of evil, and, between all
of those loud moments, deeply vulnerable.

I was at my place, trying to rest up from my hectic schedule filming Empire,
when I grabbed myself a glass of red wine and caught up on the episode in which
Viola thoroughly turned out the How to Get Away with Murder audience in her
iconic scene—the one in which she sits down in front of a huge mirror in her
dimly lit bedroom and slowly peels off first her wig and then her false eyelashes,
and then wipes away every bit of her makeup until she sits there barefaced,
having a real-woman, totally stripped-down private moment in the most public
of arenas: national television. I'm here to say, right hand held high, that her work
that night was so thoughtful, so truthful, so damn genius, I rewound the scene
over and over again, screaming from my gut each time she finished stripping
away her layers and stared at her authentic, natural, beautiful black self in that
mirror. She wasn’t just looking at her own reflection, she was glowering at us,
the viewer, daring us to think and stretch beyond the beauty ideal as defined by
the pop culture that is shoved down our throats with practically every flicker of
light emanating off the television and film screen. In the vein of our greatest
actors, Viola brought intelligence, experience, and even a little pain to the
moment, displaying in no uncertain terms that she will never fic into “the
standard,” and that’s okay—not just for her, but for us all. Brava, dammit—that’s
the way you get it done! Truly, Viola is a gift.

Lord knows it’s a message that should be shouted from every rooftop in
Hollywood, so that the decision makers can move beyond the stereotypes and
aetually see us black actresses and what we have to offer. Not cveryone is going
to have the look of, say, a Halle Berry, or the ethnic ambiguity of a Gugu
Mbatha-Raw, and they shouldn’t, Considering the diversity of black women. We
are light as your white neighbor and as silky and chocolate as the Congo, thin
enough to fit in that double zero and curvy enough to fill out a size twenty-two,
stretched tall and really squat, too, with weave down our back and with hair so
kinky it'll break the teeth out of a strong comb. Some of us are sweeter than a
Georgia peaeh and as quiet as a church mouse, and a gang of us are loud as we
want to be and quiek to Verbally slit throats. And this is just a small sampling of
us. There is no one way to present a black woman; we have a voice and we have
the right not only to have that voice but also to see it reflected back at us on the

Screen.

Of course, this is no easy proposition. Time and again. I've lost roles because
) y pProp gain,

someone with the ability to green~light a film couldn’t see black women beyond



a very limited purview he or she thought “fit” audience expectations. Such was
the case when I lost the chance to play a pregnant Russian stripper in St. Vincent,
the comedy-drama starring Bill Murray and Melissa McCarthy. Theodore Melfi,
the film’s screenwriter and director, wrote the part specifically for me; he was
able to see Taraji Henson outside the box—a black woman playing the gricty
girlfriend of a grumpy old white man who, despite his battles with drinking,
gambling, and general inappropriateness, ends up becoming a reluctant role
model to a twelve-year-old neighbor. T was excited about the part and happily
informed Theodore that I wanted it. After all, I'd be acting against two comedic
gods in the industry, I was downright inspired by Melissa’s ability to stretch
outside her funny bones to play a straight, serious role, and I was intrigued by
the awkward relationship my character would forge with the grumpy, angry
counterpart she’d find in Murray’s character. Despite my enthusiasm, the role
instecad went to Naomi Watts, who went on to earn a Screen Actors Guild
nomination for her work. She captured the magic of the role—the stretching
into her comedic chops, nailing the physicality of being pregnant and working a
stripper pole. It was a meaty gig. I would have loved it. Alas, I couldn’t get

SCI‘VCd at that particular restaurant.

That may well be just as the universe intended. After all, I'd asked God to guide
me and make it so that I would be able to stretch and evolve in my work,
avoiding the pitfalls that could come with being typecast into roles. The St
Vincent character was a pregnant prostitute, just like my character in Hustle &
Flow. Maybe my not getting the role was God’s way ofprotecting me. Or setting
me up for something even better. As it gocs, Theodore Melfi had another
intriguing project that was even more perfect than the first, and he insisted on
casting me as the lead in it. In his sophomore directorial project, Hidden Figures,
I play Katherine Johnson, the brilliant mathematician who, along with her
colleagues Dorothy Vaughan, portrayed by Octavia Spencer, and Mary Jackson,
played by Janelle Monae, leaped gender, race, and professional boundaries to
undertake one of the greatest operations in American history: the launching and
safe return of the astronaut John Glenn into and out of space. I'm ashamed to
say that I didn’t know anything about Katherine or her accomplishments until
Theodore approached me with the role, but once I got my hand on the story, did
my research, and actually met Katherine, all I could ask was, “Why didn’t I know
about her and her accomplishments until now?” Little girls, regardless of race,
need to know about and celebrate her, Dorothy, and Mary for their genius.
Instead, history has erased them. As it turns out, discounting and forgetting the



power of women in general and black women in particular is not the sole

province of Hoiiywood.

Perhaps my most meaningful role, though, is that which I've become most
known for. Playing Cookie makes me feel as if the women I know, the women 1
grew up around and grew into, are finally getting some shine—but in a much
more nuanced way than what is typically afforded a black actress who plays
what could be considered a stercotypical role. I'm not deluded for one second
into thinking that there isn’t a contingent of folk who speed right past the Fox
dial on Wednesday nights, convinced that there’s nothing useful to see in
Cookie’s character, and, by extension, the person who portrays her. Hell, I was
scared and leery of her in the beginning, too. But I quickly came to embrace
Cookie because she is, to some extent, me. I'm that girl with whom everyday
woman identifies. I'm that struggle. Hell, I'm the American dream. I didn’t go to
an Ivy League school, I didn’t study at Juilliard, I didn’c grow up in a mansion. I
came from the goddamn hood and put myself through Howard University. I
studied Shakespeare and August Wilson, until T made something of myself.
That'’s the story of every giri who goes to work every day, punching in at nine in
the morning and hustling home at five in the evening. I'm not some fantasy. 'm
tangible. And 1 bring that realness not oniy to the screen, where it deserves to
be, but also out into the world.

And I do mean the world. I've come a 10ng way since those dark nights in the
Embassy Suites where I stayed while filming The Curious Case of Benjamin Button,
hyping myself up through the anger and vowing to show and prove I had the
goods to be considered a top-tier actress. Now the world knows my work as
Cookie—not just in the streets of southeast DC, or in Harlem or Chieago and
Detroit or Houston or New Orleans or up and down the western seaboard, but
on television sets in Germany, Australia, France, the UK, Italy, Poland, the
Netherlands, South Africa, China, Japan, Korea, and Hong Kong. Not since The
Cosby Show has a US drama with an African American cast made it this big
outside of America, and I'm riding the wave, pleased as all get-out with what
comes with those open arms. I'll never forget the energy of the room when, after
screening two episodes of Empire and giving an hour—iong talk to an all-French
audience in Paris, Lee surprised everyone by bringing me onto the stage. That
thunderous appiause, the hooting and hoilering and the standing ovation, made
me burst into tears. But what was even more heartening was that the audience

rnernbers I‘€21Hy understood my character; they gOt 1’161'. Thﬁy weren’t asking mec



about Cookie’s fashion choices or how she wears her hair or what kind of
shenanigans the cast gets into behind the set; they made nuanced, insighcful
queries into Cookie’s psyche. They wanted to know from where she drew her
strength and how she managed to stay in prison for seventeen years and come
out unbroken. The level of questioning was deep and made clear to me that they
didn’t just watch the show, they embraced it.

I've worked hard on the screen, but of late, I'm finding joy working behind the
scenes, too. I cut my producing teeth on No Good Deed, a crime thriller in which
I starred opposite Idris Elba. To me, it was an obvious hit: a handsome,
charming stranger gets into a car accident and goes to the home of a lonely mom
secking help; she lets him in, and all hell breaks loose. It was formulaic, yes, but
what made the film unique was its stars: two African American leads, which is
rare in a crime thriller. Getting No Good Deed on the screen was no easy feat;
Sony/Screen Gems president Clint Culpepper and producer Will Packer would
get behind it only if my leading man was a bankable star. Idris, whose talent and
sex appeal come with a built-in audience of rabidly supportive fans, was an
obvious choice, but also a hard sell. Our filming was set to start at the same time
as when he was scheduled to star in Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom, his award-
winning role as the late South African leader; as the executive producer, I was
tasked with figuring out how to turn Idris’s fast no into a slow yes. Let’s just say
it took some hustling, brutish muscle, and a whole lot ofpromises made so that I
could convince the studio to work around Idris’s Mandela schedule. But the real
work came in convincing Idris himself to cram in the filming of my movie just

days, literally, before he took off to work in South Africa.
“But I need you,” | begged himina phone call from my home office.

“I know, darling, but I just can’t do it,” Idris said firmly, in that British accent

that makes thC ladies swoon. I was undistracted and undcterred.

“But I set it up so that there are zero conflicts,” I insisted. “We'll get it done
quick. I'm talking we'll work on the weekends and pull twcnty—four—hour days if
we have to to get you to your next set on time. | already talked to your studio,
and my studio is on board and it’s a go. All you have to do is say yes.”

When he started in with yet another no, I went into Taraji Single Mom
Hustle mode. “Look, man,” I said, “I really need this gig, okay? [ got a son back
home and that tuition is kicking my ass and I can’t afford to miss out on this



opportunity. I can’t do this without you, literally. Come on, work with me on
this thing.” Yes, I played the mom card.

That was some of the best acting I've ever done, I promise you that. Finally,
Idris said yes, and all the stars aligned for our project to film without a hitch,
finishing up in just the nick of time for Idris to film Mandela, just as I, as the
executive producer in charge of bringing in the stars and working with the
studio to make the project work, had promised.

I employed a similar hustle when I conceived and executive produced Taraji
and Terrence’s White Hot Holidays, the 2015 Christmas variety show that aired on
Fox, the home of Empire. My vision of the show was born of two loves: my
adoration for all things Christmas, and for Carol Burnett. Something that has
not and never will change about me is my fascinacion with the holidays—the
warmth shared between family, the joy of giving gifts and watching faces light
up when the wrapping comes off and the boxes are open, the magic that
twinkles in the Christmas tree lights, the happiness that even the hardest heart
embraces when the season kicks in. The moment I hear Donny Hathaway’s “This
Christmas,” T hop right into holiday mode, plotting and planning with my
family over where we'll celebrate togcthcr, who will cook which dishes, whom
I'm looking forward to catching up with after long bouts away from the ones I
love. It’s this sentiment that T was tapping into when I dreamed up the idea to
do a variety show, stylcd like that which I cnjoycd Watching as a child fan of The
Carol Burnett Show. I had oniy one mission: to sprcad Christmas cheer straight
through the television, with good music, dancing, and, best of all, laughter. The
bcauty of my success on Empire is that it has opcncd up some serious
opportunities for me to sprcad wide my talents outside of acting, and Fox was
quick to say yes to my idea. The moment I got the go—ahcad, [ sat at my phonc
and got down to the nitccy-gricey of producing, gathcring a group of friends to
hclp me bring Christmas stories, music, and cheer, intertwined with a nod to
pop culture and a distinctly African American flavor, to the small screen. The
success of the show—rtucked in the Vicwcrship numbers—makes clear that I was

onto somcthing. Executive producing is all right by me.

None of this would have been possiblc if, on the set of Benjamin Button, I'd held
on to that initial bitterness. As aiways, God was right, and so was my daddy: all 1
had to do was be patient, shut out the noise, and stay focused, and joy would

come in the morning.



12
My Squad

Draped in a fierce black custom Alexander Wang gown on the Microsoft

Theater stage, with all eyes on me, my Empire costar Terrence Howard, and that
glossy white envelope trembling in my hands, nothing else mattered but the
raised bold letters that would announce the 2015 Emmy Award for Outstanding
Supporting Actress in a Limited Series. The winner’s name sent me into a
tailspin; my gasp, buoyed by pure adrenaline and unadulcerated excitement for
my girl, was as audible as my hecartbeac was fast. In that very moment,
swallowing my excitement and doing the prim and proper thing was not an

option. I needed to scream her name: Regina King.

Regina is my heart; we have not oniy matured and excelled in this industry
together, but our friendship runs deep, deeper than simpiy passing one another
on the red carpet or powwowing on movie sets. Ours is a bond made between
two busy singie mothers who depended on one another for the thing that
matters to us most: the care and keeping of our babies. When Marcell and Ian
were school age and Regina and I were juggiing parenting with the hectic
schedules that came with our burgeoning careers, we banded together to provide
for one another some of the inherent support that comes with two-parent
houscholds: a heiping hand with the iogisties ofhaving to be in two piaees at one
time, an understanding ear on which to bounce trieky parenting predieaments,
commiseration on the ehaiienges of school, thoughtfui discussions on what it
means to be a mother raising boys. Fortunately, our sons attended the same
school, so we came to count on each other for heip when the other was Working
—taking turns pieking up the boys, getting them dinner, shuttiing them to after-
school activities and such. If Regina was busy, she would still look out for me
and mine, arranging for her sister, Raina, and her best friend, Patty, to watch
our boys, and for that and for them I am forever gratefui. Knowing Marcell was



in good hands gave me the peace of mind I needed to take care of business.
Though our boys are now men, Regina and I remain inextricably linked, so
much so we share just about everything, even the same housckeeper, Daisse! So
when I called her name for that Emmy award, and she strutted her precey self
onto that stage and we got lost in our screaming and jumping and joyful
exaltations, my happiness for her was coming from the realest place. I was, am,

and always will be so proud of her.

Unbeknownst to me, the embrace Regina and I shared onstage would go on
to become one of the most discussed and dissected moments of the 67th
Primetime Emmy Awards—that, and the moment I stood and applauded,
hugged, and kissed Viola when she became the first black woman to win best
actress in a drama, the category in which I'd also been nominated. I woke up the
next morning in a plush hotel room, slightly hungover from celebrating both the
evening and the huge, historic night for us black actresses, and it seemed the
entire media world—newspapers, websites, gossip columns, blogs, and social
media—was lit with stories that made me out to be the personification of “squad
goals,” the culcural catchphrase of 2015 everyone was using to describe the power
and magic of friendship. I have to admit, though, I found the collective reaction
to my actions odd. After all, isn’t this what you do when your friend is winning?
Squeal and cheer, hug and fisc-bump, giggle and yell, “Yaaaaassss!” as she takes
her place in the spotlight and shines in its glow? Where I come from, showing up
and out for your giri is a basic tenant of true friendship.

[ learned from the best. When I was a kid, T would get downright giddy when 1
would catch wind that my mother’s sisters and good girlfriends were coming by.
They just knew how to have fun: the old-school jams would be cranked up on
the stereo, and they’d sip their wine while they told stories, worked together on
sewing projects, flower arrangements, Crochcting, and a bunch of other crafts,
and iaughcd from the very bottom of their guts until well after the moon rose to
its heights and the stars were shiningr their brightest. [ had to remain
inconspicuous; the adults in the room were from a generation that firmly
believed that children were to be seen, not heard, and that little pcoplc better
not even think about getting mixed up in grown—foik business. But the warmth
and love in the room was paipable; it was evident, even to my immature eyes
and still—developing heart that my mother and her friends were there for one
another in every kind of way—when they were happy, when they were unsure,



when they were lost in love and trying to see their way clear, when the world
was on their backs, and when they needed a firm shoulder to lean on.

I didn’t realize it when I was little, but my mother’s BFFs were modeling
valuable lessons for me—lessons on how to be. Watching them, I learned how to
enjoy childhood and also how to be a lady. I learned, too, the value of friendship,
of creating safe spaces for children and laughter. I lived for my aunties’ hugs,
their counsel, their approval, their truth. And they gave it—in spades. When 1
think of the most significant moments in my life—my graduation, the birth of
my son, and the saddest day of my life, the burial of my dad—it is their faces
that I see, their voices that I hear, their love that I feel. T always knew, even as a
lictle girl but especially as I grew into a woman, that I needed a collection of

ride-or-dies like my mom’s.

Though my mother showed me what friendship is, it was my cousins who
taught me how to practice it. Our bond was sealed on the living room and
basement floors of our parents’ homes, on my cousin’s pallets. Our parents, all
very close, would get together and laugh and play and do what grown-ups do
when they're having a good time through the wee hours of the morning, and
then, invariably, everyone would be too tired to go home, so the grown-ups
would find their way to a spare bed, a puilout couch, or a nice Cushiony chair,
and the kids would toss a bunch of blankets on the floor and snuggle close to
one another, giggling and playing until we passed out. We were thick as thieves:
we ate together, played together, bathed together, prayed together. If one got in
trouble, we all got in trouble. And we had each other’s backs.

A friend of my cousin Kim found this out the hard way. Kim is the daughter
of my aunt and uncle who when we were kids lived out in the suburbs in a
mostly white community that, sociaily and financially, fele a million miles away
from the southeast DC neighborhood where 1 grew up. The environmental
chasm had no bcaring on the connection Kim and I shared, though; even with a
difference in age (I'm three years older), family composition (she grew up in a
two-parent houschold), and iiving quarters (she grew up in a house that, to my
child eyes, fele biggcr than an entire floor of apartments in my urban Complex),
we were joined at the hip—this close—and of all the cousins, she was the one
with whom 1 spent the most time. I have to admit, I wasn't rcally feeling her
litele friends. Though she liked them cnough, often I would SWOOp in, take a
bird’s~eye view of her relationships, and call it like I saw it: some of the girls she
was counting as pals weren’t really friends at all. T didn’t like how they made fun

of her and treated her like she was a second-class citizen in her own home, and I



took delight in letting them know this, too, striking the fear of God whenever 1
entered the room. See, in their eyes, I was a scary menace—the big, bad cousin
coming from the hood in southeast DC—and I happily played on their every
fear. You messed with Kim, you messed with me.

Such was the case at Kim's birthday party one year. She'd invited a group of
girls over for a sleepover, and naturally, T was invited, too. I sat back, eating
chips, sipping punch, and stewing as I watched those girls circle around each
other, acting like they were better than Kim and, in some cases, even picking on
her. One girl in particular, an overweight sloth with a terrible overbite, a
potbelly, and a nasty disposition, seemed to be the ringleader, going out of her
way to be extra foul, not at all moved by my cousin’s genuine desire to get along

or my menacing presence. | had my eye on her. And I was ready.

“I know!” the girl said excitedly after huddling with a few of the girls. “Let’s
play wrestle!” A chorus of “Yeah!” filled the air as the big girl and a few of her
cronies moved the coffee table and chairs out of the way to make floor space for
the matches. Finally, when they had it set up like they wanted, the big girl

‘77

turned to Kim and said, “You and me first

Kim, unsuspecting and completely not ready, agreed and got into her
Wrest]ing stance, her puny body squared up against a gir] who presented like a
miniature peach version of the Hulk. Someone quickly shouted a countdown
and, next thing I saw, Kim was ﬂying across the carpet, her bones erashing
against the floor, with that big girl right on top. “Ow!” Kim shouted as the girl,
using all her Weight and brute strength, pinned down my cousin and ignored her

plCZlS to bC 1€t up.

[ stood from my pereh on the chair, put down my punch, Wiped the chip
crumbs off my hands, and came with it. “Why don’t you wrestle me?” I sneered

at the big girl, my eyes boring holes into hers.

The room grew quiet save for my cousin, who was whimpering under the
girl’s erushing Weight. Big Girl stared me right in the eye as she let Kim up. |
could tell she was taking stock of my Weight and build, ealeulating whether she
could take me, the big, scary cousin from the hood. She decided she could.

“Okay,” she said, squaring up.

The rest of the girls formed another loose circle, joekeying to see the epic
match that was about to commence. Our eyes locked as someone counted us in
—“Three, two, one!"—and I was off. I went for Big Girl’s 1egs and rolled into
them like a bowling ball does twelve pins when it hits the strike. It wasn’t pretty,



but I took her down; she went flying through the air and splattered across my
auntie’s shag carpet. The whole room erupted into “Ooooh” and “Daaaamn” as |
popped up and stood over Big Girl’s body, like Muhammad Ali did Sonny Liston

when he knocked him the hell out.

Kim had no more problems out of Mini Hulk. Or anyone else, for that matter
—at least while I was around. That’s what it was: you don’t mess with her, unless
you want to dance with the cousin. This is what cousins—blood by relations but
friends deep in the heart—do for one another.

The same is true even to this day. My cousins and I remain close and talk to
one another most days through a chat thread my cousin Ricky started years ago
—may he rest in peace. Every morning, we wake up to a hearty “Good morning!”
and positive affirmations to help us get through our day. It is where, some days,
the twelve of us vent about family, work, relationships, and the like. T even lay
down my Hollywood burdens there. When T hear, “We got you, cuz,” I know 1

can get the air I need to keep flying.

We guard each other’s hearts. This was especially true of my cousin Daniel,
whom I loved to pieces. He was my road dawg, the cousin who took me to drag
shows and schooled me on the ways of down-low brothers who proclaim
themselves heterosexual in public but have unprotected sex with other men
behind closed doors. Tt was he who took me to my first all-male gay club, The
Mill, in DC. We walked in and I was mesmerized. I was so wet behind the ears; 1
thought that homosexual men were all snapping fingers and neck swizzles. But
this place would blow my stereotypes out of the water. There we were, standing
in this club, 1ights ﬂashing, house music pumping, and the dance floor was full
of hypermasculine men dancing on other men—some of them the same dudes
who I would see dancing on women at Chapter T just down the street. Daniel
took my hand and pulled me to the bar. “Use protection every time you have sex,
Taraji,” he warned me as we stood there, swirling the straws in our cocktails.
“You don’t know who these men are out here screwing and what thcy’re bringing

to your bed. Condoms! Use them!” I have no doubrt that his advice saved my life.

Daniel also taught me how to be a 1ady. “Look, Taraji, when you're on the red
carpet, carry a clutch. T see a lot of women on the red carpet and they don’t carry
clutches. You put your 1ipstick in it, your credit cards and ID, a mint or two, a
licele gloss for your hair, and you're all set.” To this day, sometimes when I leave
my clutch at home, I feel like I'm disgracing him.



In the same way Daniel was a friend to me, I made a point of being a good
friend to him, too. I still get teary eyed remembering when he visited me shortly
after I moved to Los Angeles. He had a list of things he wanted to do, and it was
my mission to fulfill his wishes, including going together to get our first tactoos
and hooking him up with a performance at an amateur drag show. The tattoo
part was casy enough, but I wasn’t a part of the drag scene. Scouting out a club
was pure fun; I found some of the best clubs in Los Angeles, filled with the most
amazingly beautiful drag queens I'd ever seen—some of them prettier than a lot
of the women I knew. There was this one dressed up like Sade who looked so
gorgeous I had to do a double take to be absolutely sure she was a man dressed
as 2 woman. I mean, she had it all: perfect, round breasts and a bubble behind so
firm you could bounce quarters on it. I don’t know if she was wearing padding
or just blessed to be shaped that way, but damn, she was hot. That would be the
club, T decided, to which T would take my cousin.

Daniel wasn’t the least bit nervous about his star turn. He locked himself in
my bedroom for at least an hour, pouring himself into a long, sparkly, red gown
and filling his face with the perfect application of foundation, lashes, blush, eye
shadow, and glossy red lipstick. I gasped when he emerged from the room.

“Damn, bitch, look at you!” I exclaimed.

Daniel spun around, the tail of his dress making a bubble around his ankles.
“I look good, don’c 1?7

He was strutting across the liVing room to get another look at himself in the
mirror when Marcell, completely confused by the entire scene, furrowed his
little brow in wonder. “Mommy! Mommy!” he said, tapping my lcg. “Why is
Daniel dressed like a girl?”

“It's Halloween, baloy,” [ said quickly, cxchanging a knowing glance with

Daniel. “He’s wearing a costume. Go on in the room.”

Hours later, Daniel was up on that stage, dancing and twirling as if his entire
life counted on it. A few days after that, Daniel and | piled into my little raggedy
Nissan Sentra and hightailed it over to a tattoo parlor, where the two of us
would get our first ink. This was much more ncrve—racking for us than any drag
show spotlight; fulfilling the former wish brought joy, the latter was guarantced

to bring immense pain. Both of us were scared.

“Is this going to hurt? I asked, settling into my tattoo artist’s chair as he sat
next to me, poised with the tattoo gun over the section of the small of my back

where he'd just drawn a small dove with an olive branch in his mouth. It was the



perfect canvas—a place hidden from public view unless I wore a bikini or my
shirt accidentally rode up to reveal it. That's how I like my tattoos; each one is a
piece of art with messages that are deeply meaningful, hidden in places that are
just for me. I've gotten three others over the years, and am plotting a few more;
namely, one featuring the names of both my father and son, and another that
says, simply, “God is.” I'm an old pro now, but in the moments before I was to
get the first, the whir of the gun made me and Marcell, whom I'd brought along
because T didn’t have a babysitter, jump. I looked nervously over at Daniel, who
was across the room in another artist’s chair, about to get the yin and yang
symbol tattooed on his chest, and wondered if he was as scared as I was.

The tattoo artist, no doubt having felt the tremble of many bodies beneath
his tattoo gun, looked at Marcell before he answered my question about the
pain. “Is that your son?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“This tattoo isn’t going to hurt you,” he said, noting that the pain was much
less intense than childbirch. “But it’s going to hurt him,” he said, nodding in
Daniel’s direction.

When that needle hit my back, I was like, “Is this it?” The tattoo artist was
right: compared with labor pains and pushing a human out of my loins, getting
inked was a walk in the park. Daniel, on the other hand, was shrinking under his
artist’s needle, crying like a little bitch.

God, I miss him. Only a month or so after our big LA adventure, in January
2007, my cousin passed away. [ miss the camaraderie I had with him; he was my
heart, and life just isn’t the same without him in it. But I am so gratefui that we
did get to spend that time together as adults, doing what brought him pure,
unadulterated joy, Compieteiy trusting that T would guard his heart and ride
with him, without judgment. This is what true friendship is made of. This is
love.

My giris Tracie, Guinea, Pam, Prosha, and Jennifer know all my business, though
they aren’t in the business, with the exception of Ptosha. They know my love
and trust for them runs dcep, and that fceiing 1s ccrtainiy mutual. Our time
together looks a lot like that Appi€ Music commercial in which I am featured
aiongside Mary . Biige and Kerry Washington: lots of iaughter and
commiseration, good food and wine, great conversation, and, of course, music
and dancing. We'll lie out on the beach from sunup to can’t see on some of those



days, and totally live the sloth life in the spa, getting ourselves rubbed and
scrubbed into pure peacefulness.

[ kicked off this tradition fairly early in my career. On one such occasion, my
girls talked me into taking a weeklong jaunt to Cancun, despite my reservations.
Know this: to a Californian, trips to Mexico happen so frequently that
vacationing there can feel like you've packed up all your stuff just to go hang out
in the suburbs of your own city. But my friends insisted and I needed the break,
so Cancun it was. “All right,” I said reluctantly. “But don’t get out there and
drink the water.”

The trip turned into one long disaster, rife with all kinds of destruction along
the way, beginning with one of my girlfriends absentmindedly leaving her fanny
pack at the security gate. We were already outside the airport, walking toward
the plane, when she realized she'd left it; we all hustled back to the security gate
only to find the entirety of her fanny pack dumped out on a small table, and a
bunch of security guards rifling through her stuff. The money: gone. And

someone was about to stuff her credit cards in his pocket as we walked up.

It was a sign of a disastrous week to come. The very next day, we climbed
into our bathing suits and headed out to the beach for a little adventure, quickly
deciding that we'd all pile into a banana boat to explore the waters and bask in
the sunshine. Not even ten minutes into the ride, the boat turned over and all of
us were in the water, swimming with the fishes, gasping for air as we screamed
and desperately tried to anchor ourselves to the boat. My one friend, the one
with the fanny pack, tried to kill us all to save herself, ﬂaiiing and puiiing us into
the water so she could get a firmer grip on the plastic yellow contraption that
was hoiding us up. “Damn, giri, stop puiiing!” we yciied. “You have on a life vest,
you're not going to drown! Shit!”

We did manage to have some small measure of fun the night before we left;
we found some ratchet club in the middle of the city somewhere and had a blast
drinking and dancing and acting the fool. We paid for it the next day:
everybody, save for me, was sick as hell, throwing up and hattiing bubble guts,
the unfortunate consequences, no doubt, of drinking the water. Piiing onto the
misery, Ptosha fell off a bridge nto a pooi of water while running to get to the
van. She came to the hotel’s front desk, where the rest of us were checking out,
soaking wet, just seconds before we were about to get into a waiting van to rush
to the airport. She ended up changing her clothes in the backseat of the car
while my other two friends took turns throwing up out the window and
debating whether they should stick their asses out of it, too, to empty their



bowels. That's how sick they were. Exhausted and hungover, I just sat there in
my seat, arms folded, eyes half closed, shaking my head. “See? I told y'all not to

drink the damn water. Next time, we're going to Jamaica.”

Each of these women gives me exactly what I look for in a friend: Loyalty and
trust. The challenge to be a better me. The space to be unapologetically rough,
rugged, and raw. I'm not biting my tongue around them, and while T know they
won't judge, I can trust them not to tell me what they think T want to hear. They
work me, which T appreciate because it leaves the space for me to be me. This is
important, because being fake with the ones I love isn’t an option—I'm not that

girl. T get paid to pretend, but I won’t do it in my real-life relationships.

This is what T appreciate about my friendship with the R&B star Mary J.
Blige. She and T are kindred spirits; game recognizes game, and 1 count her
among my closest friends precisely because of our mutual ability not only to be
our authentic selves, but also to do so unapologetically and in a way that lets
women from our backgrounds, who've experienced our same scruggles, know

that they're going to be all right.

Ours was a friendship that almost didn’t happen. The first time I met her, she
hurt my feelings so bad, I didn’t know if I'd ever recover. This was back in 2000,
when I was still a relative newbie to the industry, shortiy after I'd Wrapped
filming Baby Boy. John Singleton and T were party-hopping all around town
during Grammy week, and T was fresh on the scene, wide-eyed, and excited to be
rubbing elbows with bona fide stars. When I spotted her, my Celebrity crush,
across the room at one of the gatherings, I leaned into John and tried my best
not to squeal into his ear. “Oh my God, you have to introduce me to Mary J.
Biige,” [ said, punching and pinching his arm. “Take me over there.”

Shaking his head and smirking at my excitement, John took me by the hand
and led me over to Mary the way a parent does a child on her way to meet Santa
Claus. I was anxious and excited for my moment in her space—a moment I'd
been waiting for since the release of her first album, What's the 4112 T needed to
tell her chat she was a salve for all the pain T felc when T was going through the
emotional trauma of dating Marcell’s facher, and that she was the salve for my
broken heart when Mark and I broke up. I needed her to know that her album
My Life was my life, lived out loud in musical form, and that when she cried, I
cried. I needed her to know that her art inspired me to keep going and that deep

down in my gut, she was, and forever will be, my heroine.



When John walked me up to her, I was ready. And then Mary turned around
to face me. She was trying to focus on my face, perhaps to figure out if she knew
me. | should have known it wouldn’t go well, but, starstruck, a tad naive, and
completely undeterred, I launched into my soliloquy. “I love you so much, you
inspired my work, you got me through so much,” I said, barely taking a breach
while singing her praises practically at the top of my lungs, over the noisy din of
the music and the crowd. I expected her to open wide her arms and tell me to
fall in—maybe ask me for my phone number or maybe offer to accompany me
on a lunch date so that we could really get to know each other,

Alas, this wasn’t to be. When I finally finished gushing, Mary adjusted her
clothes, looked me up and down, sucked her teeth, and, with a dismissive wave,

turned her back on me.

I was devastated and felt like less than nothing. Crushed. T walked around for
a good forty minutes, watching her from afar, and then I got weird. Maybe she
didn’t hear what I said, 1 told myself. It is loud in here. I convinced myself that it
was actually a really good idea to go back over to her and tell her again how
much I loved her, only this time louder.

So there she was, in the middle of the dance floor, doing thac Mary dance,
when I pushed through the crowd and walked right up to her and reached
between her people to tap her on her shoulder. Before T could withdraw my
hand, her sister, LaTonya, smacked the crap out of my arm. LaTonya, Mary, and
I iaugh about it today, but when it happened, I fought back my tears as | rubbed
my arm and walked, dejected, to a dark corner on the side of the dance floor.

Ow, I said to myself. You’re mean and I don’t like you.

Fast-forward to the night of the Grammy Awards a few years later. T was
seeing someone in the industry then, and I was accompanying him as a date to
the ceremony when we ran into Mary and her husband, Kendu, at the back door,
where the celebrities enter and then get ushered to their seats. I froze when I
saw her; chalk that up to that time when I was a crazy fan. In my head, T told
myseif, Keep your mouth shut, Taraji. Don’t say nothing. I still love you, Mary, but I'm
not trying to get hit again. But on this night she could reaiiy see me. And this time,
she rushed over to my space and commenced to gushing: “Oh my God, Taraji!
Come here!” she said. Mary folded me into a great big ol hug, then grabbcd my
hands and looked me deep into my soul. “You are the bomb! You make peopie
feel stuff. You take us there. You are so real—1I feel everything you do.”



There she was, my celebrity hero, telling me that my arc moved her like her
art moved me. What I'd been saying to her that night she dismissed me, she
repeated right back. You couldn’t tell me anything for the rest of the night; eyes
big as cookies, I floated all through the venue, sending up hosannas to the Lord.
I must have said “Thank you, God” at least a dozen times.

We wouldn’t connect like that again until 2008, on the set of Tyler Perry’s
Can Do Bad All by Myself. Mary was cast as Tanya, the bartender friend of my
character, April, a self-centered lounge singer thrust kicking and screaming into
motherhood when she is suddenly forced to raise her sister’s three children.
While filming in Aclanta, Mary and I became the best of friends, hanging out
every evening, going out to eat, sitting up deep into the night, pouring our
hearts out over our shared experiences growing up in the hood, being raised by
single mothers, our past relationships. As I'd long suspected, we just got each
other. And we've been close ever since. We cheer each other on and cry on each
other’s shoulders, and meet up as much as we can, given our ridiculously busy
schedules. You can usually find us in Nobu, with our mutual friends Angie
Martinez and Mary’s sister, LaTonya, blowing off steam. Our deepest
connection comes, though, when we are secreted away, just the two of us, far
from the glitz and glamour, kicking back, being just Taraji and Mary. One of my
favorite things to do for my friend is to cook for her. She loves my spicy white
chicken chili. I make it nice and hot, with white beans, sautéed chicken breast,
cumin, jalapeﬁos, and other spices that boost the flavor just the way Mary likes

it. Her bowl stays ready. I'm happy to fill it for her, my friend.

Of all my girls, though, the best friend I may have is Taraji Penda Henson. I've
learned to love myself in ways that I simply didn’t when T was younger and more
concerned about the care and kceping of others than myself. 'm particular
about my energy and I'm protective of my heart, not just with men, but also
with friends who seck to do more harm than good in our relationships. I'm a lot
like my mother in this regard; we're great at maintaining friendships, but when
their shelf life expires, we have no problem tossing those expired friendships n
the trash where they belong. But what’s more, I'm no 10ngcr bothered or afraid
to spend time solely with myself‘. That’s somcthing that comes with age; the
older I get, the more I take delight in solitude. I like being alone with myself. I
crack myself up. | dance with myself. I take care of myself. [ love myself | spoi]
myself [ take my time, and I'm patient with me. Doing so gives me the



superpowers I need to be the kind of mother, daughter, friend, lover, and actress
[ want to be.

Still, T don’t think this growth in particular, or my relationship with my
friends in general, is something that is headline worthy, fodder for gossip
columns, or the stuff of legendary Internet memes, which is why the interest in
my enthusiasm for the successes of my fellow actress friends took me by surprise.
My friendships are to me what they are—or should be—to so many more
women, who build community around the intimate connections they create
with those whom they adore. It is within my sisterhood that I find comfort, joy,
drama, understanding, love—the same emotional force that so many other
women depend on as they find their way in the world and explore what truly
makes them happy. Go to any movie theater or restaurant on a Saturday night,
or peck into the kitchens and living rooms where women gather, or sip your
cocktail on the margins of the dance floor ac the club, and you'll see the
manifestation of this—that Waiting to Exhale kind of friendship that sticks, even
when all else seems to be falling apart. This is our way. In that sense, I am not
the epitome of “squad goals.” T am one in the sum of its parts, doing what we all

do to lift, revere, respect, and protect one another.
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Grown Woman

SOH’IC arguc tbat we're 11V1ng n an age Of oversbaring. But tbere are a fCW

circumstances in which we, women in particular and maybe celebrities more
than most, prefer to keep to a limited inner circle the times that we feel most
vulnerable. Ranking high up there would definitely be that very instant when we
enter the hair and makeup room, sit in a stylist’s chair, and slowly remove the
shades, hat, and head scarf that we use to conceal whatever’s going on up under
all that cover. Camera—ready faces and hairdos are built by the hands of saints
whose anointed fingers perform miracles; they apply the lashes and concealer
and those pops of color for the cheeks, lids, and lips, and then top it all off with
a few expertly placed bobby pins, a flick or two of that wrist Working the flat
iron, and a Well—placed hairpiece or wig, and we are single—handecﬂy saved from
drowning in an ocean of TMZ-style “Check Out How Crazy This Celebrity Is
Looking Right Now” gossip posts and Twitter dmggings. [ salute the hairstylists
and makeup artists who get us ready for whatever it is we need to conquer. They
are the true MVPs of the industry, and they guard my beauty secrets like the

Pcntagon does American war strategies.

Not that I look like some kind of monster beneath the MAC lipstick and
Cookie wigs. I'm blessed with equal parts “Black Don’t Crack” skin and that
good Gordon DNA—the genes that have kept my mother, aunties, and me

looking a good fifteen years our junior.
Just before he died, my daddy said, “God’s preserving you for a reason.”
I gigeled. “What am I, a pickle?”
He laughed that easy, hearty laugh, soft like low thunder. “I don’t know, but

He is preserving you for a reason.”



The reason, I now know, is because of my profession. My youthful look has
opened doors for me to roles that were written for actresses much younger than
me. [ was already twenty-six when I scored the role of a sixteen-year-old in the
television series Smart Guy, and twenty-nine when John Singleton tapped me for
the role as Yvette, an carly-twentysomething single mom who, because of her
youth and inexperience, can’t get herself or her relationship with her
knuckleheaded boyfriend together. Not much has changed now that I'm on the
other side of forty-five, either. Though I work in a business that has casually and
callously shut down the career of all too many women long before their beauty
has become weathered by time, I've managed not only to reel in meaty parts, but
also to grace the covers of beauty, fashion, and women’s lifestyle magazines that
tend to reserve the spot for subjects who only recently discarded their sippy
cups. I look good. And not just for my age, either. On my good days, when T am
alone in my own space, barefaced, with my natural hair plaited tight to my scalp
and my ninnies hanging free and low, I feel every bit as pretey as I do with a face
full of makeup, a fresh weave, and a push-up bra that makes my cleavage salute

the paparazzi.

But dig this: nobody needs to see that part of me except with my permission.
[t is a part of my most intimate, treasured space—my most stripped-down self in
the element I love, when I'm kicking back and not worried about anything other
than which jazz giant is up next on my Apple Music playlist and what story
among the piie of sCripts on my coffee table will feed my soul. I don’t want
anyone seeing the basket weave braid patterns I'm wearing under my wigs, no
matter how comfortable I am with them, unless they are a part of my clique of

close famiiy and friends or my makeup artist and styiist.

This is what I was explaining in earnest to the renowned photographer and
documentarian Bruce Weber, the man behind the lens of a multitude of iconic
and controversial fashion and Celebrity images that span back to the eighties,
when he shot a young Richard Gere for Calvin Klein. He has a reputation as a
daredevil—an artist who takes his suhjeets and their viewers on trips that are all
at once sexual and sensual, quict but in—your—faee electric, risky, and, on the
most provocative pages, a smidge scandalous. T was beyond excited to find out
that Bruce would be the photographer to shoot me for a high—fashion spread for
CR Fashion Book, the biannual styie magazine, as inspired by Carine Roitfeld, the
giohai fashion editor for Harper’s Bazaar. The piteh was to document my
‘empire” in a series of shots featuring a small army of cye eandy, inciuding Jussie
Smollett; the baller Michael Beasiey; the music director and bandleader for The
Late Show with Stephen Colbert, Jon Batiste; and the model Henry Watkins. My



mission was to look like a smoldering cauldron of chocolate so hot, it would
singe the fingertips of the CR Fashion Book readers and melt the screen of anyone
who watched Bruce’s short documentary of the shoot.

Bruce had something different in mind, though, inspired by something he
was not meant to see: my hair before I got into the stylist’s chair. I had it braided
down in a weave pattern, which I tend to keep for a good eight months out of
the year to protect my hair from the overstyling that comes with the job; the
braids, cornrows that lie flac against my scalp, make it super-easy to switch from
wig to wig and look to look without having to manipulate my thick, natural
hair, which, surely, would break off from all the heat and styling products
needed to keep it camera ready. The only time I take the braids out is to wash
and condition my hair, clip the ends, and let it breathe a little to keep it growing
and healthy, and the only time anyone ever sees the cornrows is if my braider is
putting them in or my hair stylist is fitting me into a wig. But on this particular
day, as I was slipping into a myriad of outfits to have them approved by Bruce
for the photo shoot, the scarf under which I was hiding my weave braids slipped
oft my head. That scarf floated to the floor in slow motion and Technicolor, like
some kind of bright leaf caught in the sweep of a gentle breeze. My scream was
loud and guttural: “Oh my God! Nooooooo!” T knew T looked good and crazy,
standing there barefaced with my black—gir] weave braids Crawling all over my
head, so T did what T know to do in the heat of a sticky situation: I played it off. 1
tipped my head in Bruce’s direction and started bmgging on the skill of my hair
braider Kendra. “Go ahead and look at ’em,” I said, smiling extra hard. “Looks
like a basket, doesn’t it? It’s incredible. Kendra’s hands are touched by God.”

Bruce leaned in, took a close look, and said: “Great! We'll shoot that.”

I'm sure my brows, furrowed enough to be a braid in and of themselves,
betrayed my horror at the mere thought of bcing seen like this in front of Bruce,
Carine, and all those fine men on our set, much less having the look documented
in the pages of one of the fiercest fashion magazines around. But Bruce gave my
“What? Oh, no, no, no, no, no!” zero energy. “Your hair is perfect exactly the way

it is,” he insisted.

“Bruce. Bruce! Hey, Brucey!” 1 said, snapping my fingcrs to get him to focus
on the words coming out of my mouth. “This is not the hair people look at, you
know what I mean? This is not what the world needs to see. When we put the
wig on, that’s what they see. This is like a wig cap, you know? You don't put this

ina magazine.”



My pleading was futile; Bruce was nonplussed. “Of course it’s perfect for the
magazine. [t’s not about your hair, it’s about your face. It’s beautiful.”

Moments later, Carine walked in and cosigned Bruce. “Yes, I love it!
Beautiful! Let’s go! Go to makeup.”

I immediately broke out in a sweat and started walking around in circles,
talking to myself; trying to figure out how to get out of this particular pickle. I
mean, I'd just come off of incredible cover shoots with W magazine, Glamour,
and Allure, high-fashion beauty bibles. Their work was stellar, and I was honored
to represent for black women, who rarely get to see someone who looks like
them peeking from mainstream newsstands in such a big way all practically ac
the same damn time. And now the photographer and the editor in chief of CR
Fashion Book, a delicious magazine everybody in the fashion industry checks for
when it comes out twice a year, was going to see to it that I looked like a
plucked, bald rat, slithering around all these fine men? My confidence was being
tested that day, and though T'll be the first to borrow from the rapper Bone
Crusher in saying, “I ain’t neva scared!” the idea of being photographed this way
had me shook. T could just see the memes floating across my Instagram and
Twitter timelines: my head, looking all kinds of crazy, with the words “When
Cookie Gets Her Wig Snatched!” and “When Keeping It Real Goes Wrong”
written in bold letters across the top. We women put so much stock into our
hair; it is our crown and giory—the perfect punctuation to our style and beauty.

Looking like this in the fashion spread, [ was convinced, would not end well.

Jussie, bless his heart, was over in the corner, iifting me up with praises—"But
you're beautiful! Stop Worrying”—and my publicist chimed in with more of the
same: “Your face is gorgeous, look at you!” and that was helpful, kind of. But
after everyone stopped blowing smoke up my ass, and I did a shot or two of
tequiia, [ forced my mind to stop thinking like Taraji the fashionista and look at
the situation like Taraji the artist: “You have to trust the process,” | kept saying
to myseif again and again as | paced. [ saw that twinkle in Bruce’s eyc—that
artist’s giimmer. He was inspired. Who was I to question his art? 1 had to
approach the photo shoot not as a woman who wanted to look pretty, but as a
character, the way [ did when I showed up to my Hustle & Flow audition looking
like a broken-down, greasy dust bucket to win my part as Shug. Trust the process,
I rcpeatcd. Go there.

I did, and Bruce’s photos are inspired. It was in those moments, when I was
bare and vulnerable, that I did some of my best work. It didn’c hurt that all
those gorgeous men were helping me aiong, so sweet and delicate in their



handling of me. I was most nervous with Beasley because he’s a basketball player;
[ know the kinds of girls he likes looking at, and you can best believe they're not
prancing around him in sew-in weave braid patterns. Earlier he'd been gushing
about seeing all my movies, and now he was sitting next to me in the hair and
makeup room, seeing me this way. Working through that was tough. “I feel so
raw, exposed,” I told him.

“You're beautiful. Look at you!” he said. “We men don’t care about all that
hair. This is what we want to see.”

I didn’t realize it at first, but Bruce was on the side, his camera primed to
capture those intimate moments. “Get in his lap,” Bruce said, looking up from

his camera. “Sit in his lap and keep talking like that.”

We went for it, laughing and flirting and resting in the silence between the
words, his hands on my waist and back, mine on his face and neck, the two of us
looking like lovers, connecting, sharing. Primed. I was blushing and giggling; he
was grinning. And every bit of that emotion, you see in those photos. Bruce
caught it all, and we sizzled on both the page and the screen, shot with vintage
film and very little recouching. The same is true of a picture Bruce captured
while we were walking down the local streets, picking random places to pose
and create: we found one shot against the wall in an office building, where a
bunch of Czech Americans were Working. There they were, hanging it out on
their computers, eompletely oblivious to Bruce, his camera, and me, and just
beyond them was a wall that, as if by some magic or kismet, had the word
COOKIE scrawled across it in some kind of old-world font.

There was no 1aughing at my hair or those pictures—no backlash or Internet
disses. When the magazine published, [ saw those gorgeous pictures and thanked
God for convincing me not to control the process—to be okay not just with the

art, but also with me, in my most natural state, exaetly as [ am.

As a black woman who looks like an everyday, ’round~the—way girl, squeezing
myseif into some teeny-weeny box designed to appease the white gaze was never
my thing. [ knew girls of color who wanted the fame so bad that they thought
they had to starve themselves or have their thighs shaved down to fit in, but
most of the rest of us knew that back home, nohody 1s Checking for the skinny
gir], and up on the screen, enough of us are representing so that the little girls
with chocolate skin and kinky hair and Coke-bottle curves know that they can
watch a film or television show and see someone who looks like them. This is



why I absolutely loved performing that scene in the first season of Empire when
Cookie showed her ass, literally, at Lucious and Anika’s engagement party.
Cookie, under the impression that Lucious is hot for her, climbs into her finest
lingerie, drapes herself in a sable fur, and shows up to what she thinks is a
private, romantic dinner, only to have to witness her archnemesis gloat about
getting a marriage proposal from Lucious. Cookie ends up throwing a fit and
storming out the room, but not before flashing her risque panties. “Oh, and
Anika,” she snarls, “this is an ass.” When she says that, Cookie grabs her checks
and makes them bounce. It’s easy to view the scene as yet another outrageous
Cookie moment, but dig a little deeper and you unearth its significance:
America can’t keep thinking a flat ass or an ass plumped artificially is ic. Mine is
neither tiny nor gargantuan, but a nice-sized, natural one. These kids out there
need to see that it is possible to be yourself, love yourself, and win in this
industry looking like your natural, beautiful self. Authenticity means something
to me, and I make a point of sharing my authentic self rather than pretending to
be something I'm not.

Now, I admit I'm luckier than some. Looking younger than I am, and having
the wherewithal and energy to work out and eat hea]thy without giving up the
foods that T love or killing myself over a pound here or a wrinkle there is a
blessing. It’s just as well. I'm so afraid of pain and needles that T don’t want to
get anything sucked and cut. Hollywood will have you thinking you can have
surgery on one day and be up and back to work the next—like it’s as easy as
picking up a pack of gum and some Newports at the local convenience store.
Folks be like, “I'm just going to the store, girl! T'll be back . . . with my new ass.”
I'm not fooled, not even a little bit. I won’t be cutting my way to a skinnier me.
What I will do when I'm feeling a little toxic is do a Cleanse—twenty—one days of
raw, vegan food with lots of vitamins, up to thirty ina day. The older I get, the
more [ lean toward a raw, vegetarian diet because it makes me feel better,
lighter. A lot of my friends are doing this more, too. Personally, I'm inspired by
the owner of Karyn’s Fresh Corner in the Windy City, a raw restaurateur who,
well on her way to seventy, keeps a cardboard cutout of herself in a bikini by the
front door. Her abs and all are right there on display, in case you have any
questions about what a raw diet can do for you. I also work out about three
times a week with a trainer, but mostly he makes fun of me for being an errant,
combative client. I'll head to his gym in my finest workout gear, with a pep in
my step, but as soon as I open that door and I see all the machines and
equipment and my trainer standing there with his arms folded and his muscles
bulging, I revert right back to that little girl who runs around the perimeter of



the pool and refuses to touch the water. “Okay, Taraji, give me twenty squats
with these weights,” he says.

“I'm not doing twenty.”

“Taraji, give me twenty,” he repeats, as if I didn’t hear him the first time.

You know what keeps me looking young? I laugh a lot. T chill a lot. I'm goofy and
silly and T like to have myself some fun. I love feeling the sun on my face and
kisses on my cheek. I love good wine and great food, especially if it’s prepared by
my own hand. I love talking to my son and folding him into my embrace. I love
listening to music—jazz especially, but classic R&B and hip hop, too, and, of
course, go-go music by some of my favorite DC bands. I love my Jeep Cherokee,
the only car I own, because who needs to spend a bunch of money on fancy cars
when Uber can get you and your wine from point A to point B without a DWTI?
Also, T love shopping, especially for shoes and vintage Chanel—purses, belts,
jewelry, jackets, suits, pretty much anything T can get my hands on. I'm a
certified Coco Chanel huntswoman; if it exists, I will track it down—in the
stores, online, across regions and continents. I have drawers stacked with black
boxes that hold treasures I purchased here in America, and white boxes that
hold precious goods I scored in Paris. My collection is all at once terrible
(because T don’t need all these things) and epic (because I need all these things),
and I'm sure it’s approaching Elizabeth Tayior levels of ridiculousness, but I love

each and every piece so hard, it practicaiiy hurts.

My attraction to the brand extends far beyond a desire to own expensive
goods; it's so much decpcr than that. Coco and I go togcther. She came from
nothing—a litele orphan giri abandoned at a convent by her father and taught by
nuns how to sew, not as a passion but utility, much like how my mother sewed
our clothes when T was little. Still, even in that dark place, Coco saw iight. She
was a dreamer who tossed a middle finger to boundaries—a rebel. I can identify
with that. Rcccntiy [ had the honor of stroiiing through her apartment and
studio in Paris, and felt such a rush breathing in her spirit—thc Very essence of
Coco Chanel. It was such a magicai piacc, filled at cvery turn with her mysticai
aesthetic. | ioungcd on her lush 19208 custom-made suede couch and ran my
fingcrs over the piiiows that inspired the quiit pattern in her signature bags, and
admired the entryway mirror, marveiing at its silhouette, which formed the
shape of the Chanel No. 5 bottle. Running up the magnificent spirai mirrored
staircase made me giggie as | piayed hide-and-seck with my reflection in the



prisms; that she'd designed the staircase to cloak herself while she observed the
genuine reactions of clients and fashion-show audiences was not lost on me. She
had a chirst for authenticity, and, along with the luxuriousness of her space, it
oozed in every crevice of her home. The black lacquered tables, the chandelier
with the trademark interlocking Cs, the Chinese screens with the camellia fleur,
the lions and books covered in rich red, all of it made my heart beat fast as I
considered the thought she put into every detail of not just the Chanel brand
but her own personal being—how all that she knew and loved had value because
it meant something specifically to her and no one else. I was particularly moved
by the significance of a set of silver charm boxes gifted her by her longtime
lover, the Duke of Westminster. The boxes were pretty enough, but the real
value lay on the inside, which was pure gold; the tour guide opened it, and it
radiated a light brighter than the Fourth of July. To Coco, this was the epitome
of luxury: the most valuable and beautiful parts of the boxes—the golden
interiors—were special. Something solely for her. You don’t show off luxury.

Luxury just is.

When I turn that around in my mind, I can make a direct connection
between Coco’s philosophy on luxury and my attitude toward beauty, art, and
even aging in Hollywood. I celebrate the three with passion and greatc gusto
because, to me, they are as natural as the nose on my face and the curve of my
hips. No matter how my outer beauty changes or what anyone has to say about
it, the true iuxury is in my heart, where my gold is, my art and the passion | have

for it, which, like Chanel, will never go out of styie.

Sure, I'm aging; I'm in my midforties and there are a few more wrinkles now
than when I was in my twenties, but when I look in the mirror, I don’t see forty—
five. I eertainiy don’t feel it, whatever forty—five 18 supposed to feel like, unless it
involves feeling more confident, secure, and primed to do more. I've always felt
this way but never more so than when I hit my forties. I'm wiser. Smarter. More

reflective. More than ever, I'm motivated.

This attitude was inspired more than fifteen years ago, when [ was fresh to
the business and struggling while I searched for my next job. I'd scored a few
sitcom gigs here and there and even made a star turn in a television movie,
Satan’s School for Girls, opposite Shannen Doherty. But despite a few promising
auditions, work had dried up and the devil was on me, stoking my fears and
dragging his fingernaiis through my insecurities. You old, pushing thirty. Who's
going to hire you? my inner voice questioned. I was scared to even Contempiate

the answer. It was the hit television show The Sopranos, and one of its biggest



stars, Edie Falco, who floated me a clue and gave me a crystal ball view into my
future. Edie was thirty-six when she starred as Carmela Soprano, the wife of the
ruthless but troubled mob boss Tony Soprano and the matriarch of his crime
syndicate, and she played the hell out of that part. Saturday night rolled around
and anyone who knew so much as my name knew not to call my house while the
Sopranos was on because, like everyone else, I was gripped by the story and Edie
was downright fascinating—not just because her character leaped from the
screen, but also because she had surpassed the shelf life of a Hollywood starlet
and still managed to earn the respect and admiration of millions. I read quite a
few stories about her career and trajectory—hell, at the height of the show, she
was being profiled everywhere—and 1 finally came to understand that no one
gave a damn about her age; we were focused on the work, on her talent. We were
genuinely turned out by her God-given ability to spin and dig and morph into a
conflicted, gluttonous housewife charged with turning a blind eye to her
husband’s murderous empire, all while reaping the benefits of the dirty business
she could not stand. Every week, Edie was churning out deliciously complicated
performanees, and I watched in awe. She was my mustard seed—that tiny bit of
faith T needed to keep pushing forward, believing that my dream of being a

successful actress would come to pass.

Meryi Streep was a mustard seed, too; around the same time that I was
eioeking Edie, Meryi gave an interview in which she said she’'d thought for sure
her career would end the moment she turned forty. But there she was, having
lived half'a century, and getting roles of a lifetime.

You're good, [ said to myself after reading their stories and eonsidering their

work. All it’s going to take is that one right role. You're just one role away.
Not long after that, John Singleton cast me in Baby Boy.

Frankly, I'm so glad this level of success came for me in my forties because,
realiy, what would I have done with it at age twenty besides getting eaught up in
all the material things that come with it? T fall on my knees often and thank
Jesus Christ that my career went down the way it did.

On the personai front, I do not regret never marrying. I never even felt the
puli to have another baby. I made my gynecologist burst into 1aughter one visit
when, after an examination, he questioned whether T would like to try for a

daughter. “You have so many cggs here. You could do this easily.”

“I got eggs all day iong, huh?” T said, sueking my teeth. “You can take them,
honey. Take them for free. 'm done. Shop is closed for business.”



When my son is ready for kids, I'll be happy to spoil some grandkids rocten.
But there will be no more babies this way.

Being a single mother slowed down my clock and gave me a heightened sense
of who could be worked with and who needed to be sent packing, that much I
know. That was definitely one of the many perks of having my son; rather than
focusing on finding a man so that I could have a baby, I could take my time,
examine those frogs under the light, find the warts, and know, for sure, that it
wasn't right before I settled in and wasted precious time. This I appreciated most

of all.

These days, when I date, a whole different set of rules comes into play. I've
worked my ass off for all that I have, and if I open my world to a man, first and
foremost, I have to make sure he means me no harm. Once I've deemed him safe,
[ have to deem whether the potential mate standing in front of me is bringing
something more to the table. By “more,” I don’t mean material things. I don’t
care what car he’s driving or how much he’s got in his bank account, or how
many homes he owns. I have property. I have art. I have my own money. Instead,
I'm Checking for whether he'll feed me spirituaily—if he'll take care of my mind
and heart. I want a man who is consistent, who will respect me, who will honor
me by giving me his quality time, who is fun and funny and willing to be goofy
with me, but who can get serious when it’s time to work out our issues, without
running away. | need my man to make me feel like he wants to be with me and
that he’ll be incapabie of seeing any other giri in the world, because he will be
focused solely on me and what we're building together. I need a man who will
call me on my bullshit and not let me get away with it because I'm Taraji P.
Henson, the star—a dude who will challenge me to be my better self. I need that
guy. Because | value love. I cherish it. I want it. Even with that missing piece,
nothing can stop me from being SO glad for this journey—this 1ong road. [ prefer
slow and steady.

Let’s keep it real, though: I'm still hustiing and grinding. I'm not trying to do
that part forever. I want to get to that sweet spot where I work when I want to
work, engage when I feel like engaging, and live life on my own terms. But firse
have to tick off a few items on my list. T have to build an estate on my property
in Maryland, a beautiful hunk of land that’s been in my family for decades. I
bought it with my first big check. Acres of it had been sold piccemeai over the
years and a mounting tax debt left it in jeopardy ofbeing seized, but my dad had

said on his dying bed, “Taraji, go buy that land. Don’t let nobody take it from
the famiiy. Do something with it.” And so I will. T'll purchase, oo, a piece of



property on the beach somewhere, in another country. Nothing big and fancy—a
bungalow or something cute, where I can really breathe and let it all hang out.
Nobody will be checking for me. I'll be surrounded by the things that make me
the happiest: my son, my mom, my dog, Uncle Willie, maybe a grandbaby or two
to spoil, perhaps a husband by my side (if the fates allow), some fresh air, the
light of the sun on my face, and my truth—firm, strong, real. I am open to its
possibilities.
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“Styling” pigtails.












Posing for a selfie with Dad.
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Marcel and me.






Family at Christmas.












Me with my best friend, Tracy Jenkins. (Courtesy of Pamela Sharp)
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Hanging out with director Lee Daniels. (Courtesy of Ashunta Sheriff)
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A scene from the film Hidden Figures. (Courtesy of 20th Century Fox)



Lounging in pink for photographer Itaysha Jordan. (Courtesy of Itaysha Jordan)
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Taraji P. Henson is an Academy Award- and Emmy-nominated actress who
stars as the iconic Cookie Lyon in the hit Fox television series Empire, for which
she earned a Golden Globe. She is the first African American actress to win the
Critics’ Choice Television Award for Best Actress in a Drama Series. Her classic
film performances include Yvette in John Singleton’s Baby Boy, Shug in Hustle
and Flow, Terry in No Good Deed (with Idris Elba), NASA mathematician
Katherine Johnson in Hidden Figures, and Queenie in The Curious Case of
Benjamin Button, for which she earned a 2008 Oscar nomination. She also starred
in the television drama Person of Interest. Born and raised in Washington, DC,
she is a graduate of Howard University and currently resides in Los Angeles.
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