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For every child who was told they were slow, strange, too poor, too different, or too late.

And for every bridge-builder who still believes humanity can become kinder than the world that raised us.
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Author's Note
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This is a memoir told through memory, reflection, and the emotional truth of a life lived between worlds. Some names and identifying details have been changed or softened to protect privacy. Where memories involve childhood, family pain, religion, immigration, war, and personal awakening, I have chosen honesty without unnecessary exposure.

The word "Coolie" appears in this book because it was used around me when I was young. I do not use it as praise. I use it as evidence of the kind of world a child had to survive.

This revised edition was rebuilt with one intention: to make the story useful to the reader. It is not a sermon. It is not a claim that my path is the only path. It is the testimony of a boy who crossed cultures, labels, classrooms, countries, and battle lines before learning that the deepest freedom is not the freedom to escape people. It is the freedom to see them clearly.

If this book gives you courage to question, forgive, build, heal, or begin again, then the journey has done its work.

This edition is built to move like memory actually moves: through a sound, a smell, a question, a wound, a face, a door, and then another door opening. It is not arranged only to explain what happened. It is arranged to let you feel why it mattered.

The question underneath every chapter is simple: what does a human being become when the world keeps trying to name him before he can name himself?
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Before the reader knows the whole life, the life asks one dangerous question: what if the enemy believes in the same God?

The Question in the Guard Tower

The night air in Iraq had a way of making every sound feel closer than it was.

At night, a man learns the difference between quiet and peace. Quiet is only the absence of noise. Peace is when your mind stops searching the darkness for what might be coming.

A generator coughed somewhere behind us. Sand moved against concrete barriers. My uniform held the heat of the day even after the sun went down. I was young enough to still think toughness meant not showing fear, but old enough to know that fear could live quietly inside a man and still do its work.

Beside me stood an Iraqi contractor. We were not supposed to be philosophers. We were men passing hours in a place where the wrong misunderstanding could become a funeral. Yet that night, because the world was strange and war has a way of stripping small talk down to the bones, we began talking about God.

He told me he prayed to Allah.

I told him I had grown up Christian in Jamaica.

He spoke about Abraham. I knew the name, of course. I had heard it in church, Sunday school, and school devotion. But the way he said it opened a door I did not know had been locked. He explained that Islam, Christianity, and Judaism all traced part of their spiritual family back through Abraham. Different languages, different laws, different histories, but one ancient root.

I remember looking into the dark and feeling something shift.

If we were praying toward the same God, why were people killing one another over the names?

That question did not start my journey. It gave language to a journey that had been happening since childhood. Since the first time someone called me "Coolie Royal" and I felt both special and marked. Since the first time I saw a white Jesus on a Jamaican wall and wondered why God looked nothing like most of the people praying to him. Since the first time a teacher called me dunce and I believed the word before I understood the damage it could do.

In that guard tower, far from the hills of Jamaica and the cramped apartments of America, I realized that my life had been preparing me to ask one thing:

Who are we beneath the names they give us?

This book is my attempt to answer that question.

That question did not stay in the guard tower. It traveled backward through my life until it found the boy who first learned what it meant to be named by other people.

Part I: Roots in Jamaica
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Chapter 1: Coolie Royal
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Before I understood race, I understood rooms. I knew which room made me feel special, which room made me feel watched, and which room let me breathe.

The small town of Aleppo, Jamaica, was the first world I knew.

If you had stood there beside me as a boy, you would have heard roosters, church songs, arguments over land, goats calling from a yard, and somebody laughing loud enough for the whole lane to know their business. You would have smelled soil after rain and smoke from cooking fires. You would have felt how beautiful a place can be and still make a child wonder where he belongs.

It was not a world of privacy. It was a world where people knew which yard you came from, which family you belonged to, who your grandparents were, who owed whom money, who had land disputes, who went to church, who stayed away, and which child looked like which side of the family. A person was not only a person. A person was a story walking through the community.

I entered that story in a complicated way.

My father was Indian, descended from people who had come to Jamaica generations before. My mother was Black, with Maroon heritage in her bloodline and a different kind of rhythm in her family. Their union made me a child of two histories that did not always sit peacefully at the same table.

"Coolie Royal," people called me.

When I was small, I did not understand
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