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FROM THE AUTHOR

Dear Reader,

No one has it all figured out; I certainly do not. This memoir is intended to share my process of digging deeper, making mistakes, trying again, and continuing to trust God that we all have an opportunity to live in freedom, love, and positivity when we do the work on self. Thank you for taking this journey with me. I hope, through my story, you also find tools and encouragement to apply love, to overcome all.

Love,

Common



PART ONE




“We can no longer afford to worship the god of hate or bow before the altar of retaliation. As Arnold Toynbee says: ‘Love is the ultimate force that makes for the saving choice of life and good against the damning choice of death and evil. Therefore, the first hope in our inventory must be the hope that love is going to have the last word.’ ”

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.


A man is worked upon by what he works on. He may carve out his circumstances, but his circumstances will carve him out as well.

—Frederick Douglass



I was standing in front of a full-length mirror, in the middle of a fashion designer’s studio in Beverly Hills. It was hot outside, the clear blue sky was hazy, and the sun warmed the concrete. My truck was parked along the curb, and I was thinking about a peaceful, quiet drive. In the meantime, I looked at myself in the mirror.

Kendrick’s new album DAMN. was on shuffle, and I bobbed my head while my assistant, Aun, sat next to my charging phone, checking her own phone and answering emails, answering texts, cleaning up the calendar, all for the sake of me. I was the center of this work, and—I kept looking at myself.

I knew who I saw when I saw the face staring back at me—it had been more or less the same face for forty-plus years now—yet I thought: Who is that? Is that me? Someone asked me a question about a jacket, and I shook my head. “Nah,” I said.

I could hear Micaela, my stylist, sighing. She was there on the laptop, or I should say in my laptop, propped up on a chair; she watched my fitting from her remote location via FaceTime. I asked her where she was at, and she named the city, said she was working and visiting friends, and I told her I had just been out there myself, and I couldn’t wait to get back.

I am blessed with this opportunity of mine to move about the world . . . it is vital, and it has only increased as time goes by. From vans and buses, touring around the country, doing campus shows back in the early 1990s, to now, present day, flying across the country and around the world.

At the time of this fitting, I was in Los Angeles, my home away from Chicago, and the fitting was for a benefit concert I’d been asked to do. There was a red-carpet appearance scheduled prior to the show.

“Try this on.” I slipped my arms through a dark-brown jacket, this one more my taste. I jerked my shoulders up and down. “Feels a little snug but it looks dope,” I said, staring at my reflection again. I turned to the left, then to the right; I checked to see where the jacket ended—at my hips, almost a perfect fit. “I think that one,” Micaela said through the laptop, “but we have another one in green. Let’s try that one. And let’s swap out the shoes for the all-white sneakers.”

And like that, the stylist’s assistants buzzed around me with swift movements. I stood there in front of the mirror, and asked Aun what time it was. “Just before two,” she said, looking up from her phone. She reminded me about the meetings I had later in the day. Meetings. I was to sit down with a director who was shooting a film I wanted in on, and I had a call with a cop from a city police department who was helping me prepare for another possible role, a homicide detective.

Then I had scripts to read, and phone calls to return. I wanted to get to the recording studio later, but the possibility seemed more remote by the minute—hence the desire to go for a drive. At least there, in my truck, I could rap to myself over some instrumentals, or to no music at all. Rapping to myself without purpose, only because I loved to do it.

Speaking of love, I’ve been rapping for more than twenty-five years now. I would rap for free. I would rap if I lived on the streets. I would rap if I was a preacher, a prisoner, or a politician. I was paid $5,000 for my first album, Can I Borrow a Dollar?—an amount that was split among three people. The label got us for the cheap, no doubt, but I was grateful at the time to be paid anything for something I loved to do and would have done no matter the cost.

That I’ve since received more money for rapping speaks to perseverance, I suppose, or market forces. Rapping is my release, my art, my way of expression. It’s a desire that comes from my spirit, and whenever I can appease the desire to rap, I do. And if I can’t do it in a studio, then I’ll go for a drive, alone, and do it there, happily and at peace.

The fitting went on for a little while longer. I tried on a couple more outfits, made my choices, which Micaela approved with a thumbs-up from the laptop, and said my goodbyes and thanks to the staff as Aun and I departed. After trying on the fresh clothes, I felt dressed down when I was back in my T-shirt and basketball shorts, my usual outfit when I work out at the gym with my trainer; I often get along with him, but at the time, he and I were having a slight disagreement. It was about politics, something involving the president, barely six months into his first term, who had everyone on edge, it seemed, prepared for disaster. After Barack Obama, the world felt uncertain and unstable, unpredictable, and dark.

When Aun and I stepped outside, the Southern California heat assaulted us. “Damn,” I said, shielding my eyes from the sun with my hand. Aun and I were walking down the sidewalk, hardly a few yards from my stylist’s building, when someone shouted me out. “Are you Common?”

I didn’t even see him until he said my name, a slim white dude wearing shorts and a red shirt; the shirt matched his Nike trainers, and the hatchback he pointed to when he said, “I was just parking my car and I saw you step out and I was like, ‘Yo, is that Common?’ Your music changed my life, and it blessed my life, too.” He told me his name, and I shook his hand. He said he was a yoga teacher, and a personal trainer. “I trained Kobe,” he said. I had no idea if that was true or if he was just running a hustle; in either case, he gave me his business card. “I’d love to train with you,” he said. I said, “Cool,” then thanked him for the card as I climbed into my truck, started the ignition, and peeled out. I started the day staring at myself in the mirror; likewise, this memoir is a reflection of me as I examine myself and consider love from its beautiful dimensions.


Love makes your soul crawl out from its hiding place.

—Zora Neale Hurston



My name is Rashid, and I do not necessarily know more about love than you do. The emotion feels elusive, as well as the knowledge, the understanding—the meaning, in other words. Why do I love? Why do I bother? I suppose, in thinking about it, there is something human in the desire to love and to be loved; those things are treated as separate desires, wants, but maybe they are the same coin. It is love, on both sides—you and I, he and she, they and them—that adds dimensions to the emotion. It reflects from all angles the various temperatures and viewpoints of love, and no matter how one might feel in the moment, and this I can relate to personally, there is no one true story.

In the midst of a new breakup, or some years after a past one, there is, I think, a habit to reconsider all that happened between two people, to see if your role in it was as bad as you really perceive it, in the hopes of perhaps forgiving yourself. This doesn’t mean you necessarily did anything wrong or hurtful to the other person. On the contrary, sometimes relationships simply end, without blame, without guilty parties. Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe, in the end, there is always someone who is at fault. Is that me? Was that the case when such-and-such relationship with so-and-so deteriorated after so many hopes, visions, fantasies, of a shared life?

If it was me, if I am in fact guilty, then I have to ask myself the questions, here and now, from that single point in my mind, that one rotating planet in space, my world. Here, I am now in my midforties, and I am experiencing, comparatively speaking, a more successful life than before.

To be recognized for my art, to have been in the game, so to speak, for so many years now, to be able to produce, then give back to the community, all of this, to say nothing of wealth, has been—to keep it real—all I’ve ever wanted. Then again, it is never really all, is it? The more we attain, the more we wish for, as if we’re scratching off tasks from a to-do list. For me, becoming a husband, one half of a long-term and committed intimate relationship, remains unfinished, though I’ve gotten close a few times. We did.

I could list each of their names now, but there’s no need to get into specifics. In love, each person has their own story to tell, and it’s not my place to speak for other people. But—I was in love. If love is truly eternal, then maybe I still am, after so many moments since the end of our time together. But this isn’t all about broken hearts and sad songs; this is quiet reflection in the middle of the night, in bed, alone, thinking, just thinking, about everything and nothing.

I’m not interested in presenting prescriptive ideas that prop up a gender’s point of view at the expense of dismissing another. Rather, I take the position that I know nothing about love, and neither do you; at the same time, I know everything about love, as do you. I have my experiences, and you have yours; there are small, human truths within the universal truth, the one truth. This I call God, the Most High, and from here I try to move through the world with Him and His universal truth in mind, as practiced by Christ and the prophets, the leaders, the women and men who between life and death tried to live for someone other than themselves, an act of true love.

It feels as if no one wants to be a hero anymore, nor do people seek them out. The sentiment is a little played out now, maybe; in the quest for individual success and truth, to make it known where they stand on this or that issue, provided they say anything at all about a thing, I don’t know if it matters to people whether or not they’re viewed as heroes. It matters to me.

I have a few heroes in my life, those who’ve inspired me. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is one hero, as well as Muhammad Ali, and Dr. Maya Angelou—these are just the first names that come to mind. Each one lived an authentic life, which I think is invaluable and necessary if one is wanting to live with love, live in love, and find and maintain a love for oneself, and to love others.

King, Ali, and Angelou loved other people, loved the Black community, and found their own individual ways to serve the community, but I think it all starts with love of self. That’s not to say God is placed second on the list, if there is such a list, of who should be loved in one’s life.

God is love, sang Marvin Gaye, but to serve God and to serve other people, families, and communities, you have to care for yourself; you have to love yourself. And as clichéd as this sounds, because I think we all know and speak on the need to love ourselves, the practice of loving yourself is difficult to establish, and there’s no one way to do it.

To me, heroes appear as though they move with a singular focus and a laser-sharp dedication with a goal or a new world in mind, something that is not easily attainable but is possible so long as you resolve to pursue it. All of my heroes loved themselves differently and they each found their path in life.

And I’ve become more familiar with the lives of my heroes. I had my ideas in mind, for example, of how Dr. King was as a man of the people and of the pulpit. But since my work on the film Selma, I have a greater appreciation for him even though the movie showed that Dr. King had flaws—which was vital for us to see: A man routinely mythologized for his work and his deeds was still a human, imperfect and hurtful to those who loved him the most, engaged in a constant back-and-forth recalibration of his life to achieve and manifest his greatest dreams and hopes, all while sometimes failing to maintain that balance. I can relate.

I’m proud of the work I’ve done throughout my career, and I give back whenever I can, in time, in money, and in effort, and yet my daughter, Omoye, questioned my love for her, questioned whether or not I fight to be present in her life, make the effort to be there as often as I can, and more so, in her world. I’ve felt guilty at times. I love my daughter, but in the pursuit of a career, greatness, in part to provide for her and my family in general, I’ve hurt her with my lack of presence, my lack of fight.

I don’t know if I am Omoye’s hero, or one of them, but I know I always wanted to be one for her; a part of being a hero means having to carry the weight, and to get back up when you fall. Acknowledge who you are, then with resolution pursue your higher self, that ideal and perfect version of yourself, reflecting God’s light, knowing that you will fail over and over again, but you pursue anyway. You live your life the best way you can, but the important thing is to live, and to do it with love.

I don’t want to be worshipped like a hero; no one has to point at me and say, That’s a hero right there. But I do look toward other people I identify as heroes; maybe role model is a more appropriate label for them, because I understand that while I must do all that I can, on my own terms, to get from point A to B in this world, there are those people who’ve done it before me, who did it better, who are still doing it. What I said about love applies to anything, everything: I know nothing, and everything.


Work is love made visible.

—Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet



My mother and late father gave me the name Rashid, but I named myself Common—well, Common Sense, but that’s a whole other story—back in 1992, and created a persona, a division, a separation between Rashid and the entertainer (although Common is authentically Rashid). Common was born from a love of hip-hop, an art form that paved for me a path toward a freedom I had dreamed about since I was a little boy in South Side Chicago. There, I watched Michael Jackson moonwalk across the television screen, and as a ball boy for the Chicago Bulls, I saw firsthand how Michael Jordan soared to the rim; later, I started to rap, and listened closely to Rakim and Big Daddy Kane, wanting to be a dope emcee like them.

I wanted to impress my friends with my music, my boys from Chicago who loved hip-hop as much as me, who saw in the genre a value that, ironically enough, could hardly be put into words. Hip-hop was the space where I could unleash my voice, speak my truth in a way that felt fresh and relevant. I loved hip-hop; I knew it from the beginning. I haven’t stopped moving to the music since, even as the sounds have changed, as have the new emcees, and me. I’m an actor now. I am also a philanthropist, a public speaker, an activist; I produce television shows; am a spokesperson for brands; and I’m still a son, a father, a friend, a man of God. But not a husband.

It’s human nature to feel the absence of things, the lack, more than the bounties, the presence of people and blessings, the very present itself. I wake up early each morning around five or six, and the first thing I do is meditate. Maybe it is more like silent prayer, because in these moments I feel especially close to God, and sometimes I might pray for clarity in regard to a problem—an issue with Omoye, or something selfish, like wanting an opportunity to play a role I desire after reading some script—as the sun rises over the hills in Los Angeles.

Sitting quietly, I try to enter a certain space, something like the creative flow of freestyling, where I come up with a verse on the spot, in the moment. Freestyling is to rap in the present; similarly, my meditative space brings me back to the present where God and love exist. Love is a verb, I’ve heard throughout the years, not a noun; to love someone is to take action, to do something in love’s name. Love counts most in the present moment.

Each of our actions has its own past, and its own future, and we have the ability to reflect both backward and forward in time. Not that we always remember the past as a moment that really happened, and no one can predict the future, but in our everyday experience, this is how our minds and hearts work. Over and over, we move forward in hopes of a brighter, oncoming day, all while carrying shame about a thing that happened yesterday or twenty years ago.

Nevertheless, in love, the present matters. There is always an opportunity to learn and experience something new, to expose ourselves to wisdom by recognizing the humanity in others, to see through their eyes our one world; in this way, with love, we enter an empathetic space, as if it were a portal to a whole new world.

Love provides an opportunity for us to connect on a higher plane, to our higher selves. I truly believe there is, in each of us, a true version of ourselves. I try to attain this higher version of myself through prayer and meditation; through spirituality and the belief in us, in myself; I try to get out of my own way. I try to push aside my ego to learn something about the world, about my life, something real, and true, something sincere and beyond the surface.

There’s so much pain and suffering; instead of one World War, we have multiple wars happening all around the world. People walk thousands of miles over treacherous terrain, many with children, in flight from burning homes and neighborhoods hollowed out by bombs. Women can’t walk the streets or do their jobs without harassment and assault by men; Black men and women rot in American prisons; and our government leaders are ineffective, or don’t care, or have their own agendas, treating their own citizens as the enemies in the name of retaining electability among their bases.

Divisions everywhere, a human species splintered into sects, sides, and demographics. It’s too much; I don’t know what to do about any of this—but I want to do something, now, in the present. And in the present there is love, which is conscious and compassionate activity toward the betterment and care for yourself and others, even if it’s just one person, even if it’s a stranger, a homeless man asking for a dollar, a traveler who needs directions to a destination.

But I can’t lie. I feel foolish for offering love as a weapon; there is, I admit, doubt in my heart about love’s effectiveness among so much horror, so much suffering. I do believe in the life of Jesus, the man. You don’t have to be a Christian to recognize Jesus as a revolutionary, as a man who, armed with love and faith, stood in opposition to power that eventually seized, whipped, and crucified him for awakening minds to their capabilities as people.

To love God, no matter the name, and no matter the religion, is to make a wholehearted reach toward the universal, to come to see for oneself that in spite of the lonely feelings we have as individual people, each of us can still stand on our own two feet, supported by a higher, deeper power.


ALSO BY COMMON
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