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			TO ALL THE YOUNG,

			POWERFUL BLACK GIRLS OUT THERE,

			YOUR VOICE MATTERS.
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		Have you ever asked your parents the story behind your name? When I did, my mom told me some things that really surprised me. When my mom was young, she got sick and her doctor said she might not be able to get pregnant. She was devastated because she wanted children more than anything. After years of praying for a girl, my mom miraculously got pregnant with me. She wanted to celebrate by giving her daughter a special name. A friend had mentioned the name Sky, and my mom loved it! She was a bit of a free bird, and Sky made her think of freedom and possibilities—someone who was able to live life exactly as God created. So one day while she was looking out the window, my mom began to think about how she wanted to spell my name.
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		Sky, no, Skye. No, there are too many Skyes. I want to do something different. What’s another way to spell sky? Hmm…what rhymes with sky? Bye, dry, fly, lie, nigh, pie, sly, Thai…

		That’s it! Skai!

		The spelling Skai made sense to her. Because already, while I was in her belly, she knew I would be special. Not necessarily a star or celebrity, but an influencer. And it looks like she was right.
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			Let’s start out by agreeing on one thing: babies are cute. Even though they cry and need their diapers changed, their big beautiful eyes and infectious grins can light up a room and make even the most stone-faced person crack a smile. Add in their irresistible laughter, and you have an adorable baby. However, since everyone thinks their baby is pretty, my mom didn’t pay a lot of extra attention to people who told her that I was adorable. I mean, she’s from New York. Nothing fazes New Yorkers. Babies are cute. So what? #EverybodyKnowsThat #ButIReallyWasCuteEvenIfIDoSaySoMyself
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		Apparently I never went through a fussy stage. When I was just five months old, my mom remembers people telling her that I was unusually friendly. I wasn’t like most babies and toddlers, who are shy and turn their face away from strangers, or try to hide behind their mother’s legs. When my mom would take me out in my stroller every day on a walk around Prospect Park, in Brooklyn, women would constantly talk to me because I was so friendly. Even the people at our favorite neighborhood restaurant thought I had a great personality. It seems like I was just born that way.

		My mom spent a lot of time reading Parents magazine when I was a baby, and in one issue they ran a column where a mom asked how she could get her child into modeling. At first, my mom thought nothing of it, but when the next issue ran a list of modeling agencies, she was intrigued. My mom’s aunt gave her the courage to go for it. She thought maybe I could earn enough money as a model to pay for my college education.
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		My mom found some pictures she’d had taken of me at JCPenney the previous Christmas and sent them to two modeling agencies. In one set of pictures, I was wearing a fuzzy white jumper with a pink turtleneck, pale-gold shimmery tights, and pink boots with white fur around the top—they looked like little Uggs. In the second photo, I was sitting in a tin tub wearing just my diaper, with a pink-and-blue towel hanging out of it. Can’t you just see it? (I told you I was cute!) There was no way to be certain, of course, but my mom sensed that something amazing was about to happen.

		Two weeks later, a famous agency, Wilhelmina Models, called. My mom was super excited and scheduled an in-person meeting with them for the next day. Then, two hours after Wilhelmina called, Generation Models contacted her. They were interested in me too! Having two prestigious modeling agencies wanting to represent you isn’t something that happens every day. But since she had already set up an appointment with Wilhelmina, my mom decided to work with them. I kicked off my professional modeling career when I was just nine months old.
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		Now, when a lot of people think of modeling, cool clothes, catwalks, and exotic locations come to mind. But I was too young for much of that, so let me give you a behind-the-scenes peek at how child modeling actually works. Companies hire modeling agencies to send them talent—that’s what they call us actors and models—to help them bring their creative ideas to life. The jobs can range from a print magazine ad or a television commercial to a movie—but that’s rare. The agencies then contact the talent who is the best fit for the client’s vision. When you’re sent on an audition for a modeling job, like being photographed for a magazine article or ad, that meeting is called a go-see. You go to get seen and interviewed for the job. Get it?

		My first go-see was with Parenting magazine. They needed some baby photographs for an upcoming issue of another publication they owned, Babytalk. That’s where I came in. Just three days after I was signed by Wilhelmina, I got the gig!
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		The photo shoot took place one month later. That’s when they discovered that not only did I have a very interesting look, but on set I was incredibly easy to work with. The kid wranglers—the adults whose job it is to keep children safe and occupied until it’s time for them to go on set—smiled and helped my mom keep me entertained. Then when I got on set they would call, “Oh, Skai!” and make silly faces. Being the friendly and easygoing baby I was, I would smile, giggle, and laugh as the photographer captured my cutest moments.

		Click! Click! Click!
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		A few months later, my picture appeared next to the magazine’s feature story. But you know the really funny thing? When they took my picture, I was all by myself on the set, and when the magazine came out, I was sitting between two other babies. It’s amazing what you can do with Photoshop! So that’s how my dream career began: sitting on a set with a bunch of grown-ups standing around trying to entertain me. Not a bad life!

		I got another photo shoot for Babytalk right away. This time I had to sit in a high chair. My picture was used to illustrate an article. Only two months into my modeling career and I’d already worked two jobs. No Paris, Tracy Reese dress, or red-bottom shoes, but hey, I was still wearing a diaper! #MommyPleaseHurryUpAndChangeMe
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		Right after that, I booked an advertisement for Fisher-Price toys. It wasn’t long before I had several go-sees a week.

		When I was three, my mom and I shot a cover together for Parenting magazine. Oh, wait a minute—I think I left that part out. My mom, did I tell you she’s very pretty? Sometimes clients would want to book both of us, but she always said no because she was trying to promote me, not herself. Anyway, for this shoot they dressed us in these really cute pink springtime outfits. When the issue was published, it became one of the highest-selling Parenting magazines ever. Because, totally randomly, that month the Live with Regis and Kelly TV show was having a contest where parents were invited to submit pictures of their baby in order to win an opportunity to be on the cover. So every day for two weeks, Kelly Ripa held up the issue with us on the front. Back then, it was almost unheard of for anyone Black to be on the cover of a magazine. So in addition to people buying the magazine so they could participate in the promotion, lots of Black mothers bought the issue so they could see a mommy and baby that looked like them. We were part of history, my mom and me. Which, now that I look back on it, is pretty amazing.
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			By then my mom was starting to understand that it was important for me to have a unique look in order to land these jobs. She also knew that society made lots of Black girls feel bad about their hair, which tends to grow up toward the sun, while many other people’s hair grows down toward the earth. Black hair also tends to be very curly. You might have loose curls, tight curls, coils, or a Z pattern. Or it may be frizzy or kinky and not seem to have a pattern at all. No matter the style, unlike straight hair, our curls need to be oiled and given tender loving care.
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		My mom had grown up feeling embarrassed about her hair, so she put relaxers and other chemicals on it to straighten it. But chemicals can burn your scalp, dry out your hair, and cause it to break off. She didn’t want that for me.

		Instead, my mom wanted me to feel proud of how God made me. So once I was four years old, she started styling me with natural hair, mostly a two-strand twist. Sometimes she would create just one or two, but other times she’d create them all over my head. Or she would untwist my hair and fluff it up into a twist-out. When she did that, my hair would float out into the air and I would look like the free person she had always imagined I would be.

		Around that time Ford Models began to represent me. I got a lot of jobs: Target, Kmart, Ecko Red, The Children’s Place, Saks Fifth Avenue. I became one of those famous Gap babies, and I was on the cover of the FAO Schwarz magazine. Eventually the list of jobs I’d booked included just about every company you can think of.

		Clients and readers seemed to be drawn to my hair. It turns out that my two-strand twist set me apart from everyone else, especially when we untwisted it and I wore it out. But most hairstylists didn’t know what to do with it. They would ask if they could straighten my hair, either with heat or chemicals. But my mom would always tell them no. She had rules that the stylists had to follow: no heat, no hair spray, no water, no wet products—that would damage my hair and ruin my look.

		My mom says I got so much work that sometimes the parents of other models were annoyed to see us. “Skai gets all the work,” they’d complain to each other. “Our children don’t have a chance!” But every time my mom would take me on an audition, the clients would tell her, “We work with a lot of kids, and your daughter is different. We can tell that she is going to be something someday.” As a matter of fact, I got so much work, my mom started calling me the Booking Queen. Plus, my clients were all about the twist-out! #NaturalHair
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			You may be thinking that we were living large and in charge with all the work I was getting, but things at home weren’t as easy. While I was giggling and playing in front of the camera, my mom was scrambling behind the scenes. On top of that, most child models don’t get paid a lot of money, and what we do get paid has to go into the bank and our parents can’t get it out until we’re eighteen. Plus, all the go-sees happened during the day, when my mom was supposed to be at her job. As a single mom, there was an awful lot she had to do by herself. So my mom had to face a tough dilemma. Should she keep working at the post office, knowing that even though her job paid the bills and helped her to save a little money it wasn’t where she wanted to be long-term? Or should she take a huge risk and quit so I could have a modeling or acting career and one day go to college and live my dream? More than anything, she wanted me to have opportunities she didn’t have. These are the kinds of sacrifices parents make—usually without even telling us! #MomCrushMonday
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		After saving up some money, my mom resigned from her job so she could focus on my career. By then, I had gone from three go-sees a week to sometimes three a day. Things were definitely looking up! To save money, she moved us out of our apartment and back home with her mom, who lived in a high-rise on Staten Island. But even though my mom had saved, it didn’t take long before times started getting tough again. She would usually get another job to save up, and then quit. Over and over, she had to choose between a job and continuing to go on auditions with me. But she never forgot what the agents told her: “Skai is different. Keep going with her…don’t stop.” And so she listened—even if it sometimes meant digging through her pockets for train money.

		One day things got so bad that before she read to me at bedtime, she started looking for change between the couch cushions. As I look back, it’s really amazing to think that my mom sacrificed so much for me. The good news is, she found enough money for us to take the train. The bad news is, she must have been looking pretty stressed out because the next morning on the train a woman started tapping her on the arm.

		“Here, here, take this,” the lady said.

		My mom thought the woman was going to hand her some kind of flyer. Instead she gave her a twenty-dollar bill.

		What?! My mom looked at the woman, puzzled. How did she know that we needed the money?

		“Okay, thank you so much,” she said. It turns out the woman had given her just enough money to take me to my go-sees the next day. My mom had never seen her before, and she hasn’t seen her since. But to this day, just thinking of this moment brings my mom to tears.

		That wasn’t the only time something like that happened to us. Once, my mom and I were catching the Staten Island Ferry to Manhattan during rush hour, and a homeless man sitting on the ground called out to her. The next thing my mom knew, he was handing her a ten-dollar bill.

		“I want you to have it,” the man said.

		“No, I can’t take that!” my mom replied.

		“Please take it for you and your daughter.”

		It was just another incident that my mom took as a sign. “Keep going, don’t stop.”

		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		

		
			
			[image: ]

		By the time I started kindergarten, I had been getting some pretty big breaks.

		When I was five years old, I was cast in a Band-Aid commercial that became very popular. The commercial was filmed in New Jersey on a very hot day. A little boy and I ran around a big grassy backyard chasing a fluffy white dog. “I am stuck on Band-Aid brand ’cause Band-Aid’s stuck on me!”

		On the street, on the bus, on the subway—everywhere, really—it seemed like people were recognizing me.

		“Hey, isn’t that that girl?”

		I just wanted to hide. Although I came alive in front of the camera, I didn’t like attention in real life. But it seemed to follow me, even to school. One afternoon in an assembly when I was in the second grade, the administrators were like, “Oh, we have a celebrity who goes to our school!” Then they pointed me out.

		Everyone turned and looked at me. I wished I could make myself invisible. Then they wanted me to sing the Band-Aid song. I was so embarrassed! I sang it, but I didn’t want to be singled out. It may not surprise you to know that during that time, a couple of girls started picking on me: “You’re too short!” “You think you’re special.”

		I didn’t realize this would be just the beginning of my experience with bullying.
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		After the Band-Aid commercial, there was a Kraft cheese ad with me eating a grilled cheese sandwich, and a Yellowbook phone book ad (from back when everyone had landlines and even before Google!). One where a cat crawled out of the Thanksgiving turkey: “That’s nasty!” I said. Then there was a politician’s TV ad: “What’s your position on bedtime?” I asked with my arms crossed like I was a voter he had to convince. There was also a RadioShack gift card ad: “You’re the best dad in the world. I’m going to get a pony!”

		I was also in this great Target print ad. I remember that one like it was yesterday. I sat on the floor and banged on a lot of pots and pans without a care in the world. It was like, “Okay, this is fun!” Apparently, they wanted to capture my “moments.”

		Then one day my mom and I were at an audition.

		“Oh, I love Skai’s billboard,” one of the other mothers said.

		“What billboard?” my mom asked.

		“You didn’t know?”

		“No!”

		So right after I finished that audition, my mom and I got on the subway, walked through the maze of underground tunnels and the hustle and bustle of people, and came out at Times Square—one of the most famous intersections in the world. I’m sure you’ve seen Times Square on TV. It’s filled with so
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