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What is the purpose behind me writing this book and what makes me qualified?

I began the process of writing this book mirroring the same way I approach cooking a new dish. Without instructions and straight from the heart. All that to say, I hope my writing is received better than my cooking. Since childhood, writing and occupying many creative spaces has been a way that I release and connect my own experiences with purpose. My mother introduced and encouraged many creative writing formats to me from the time I learned to speak. With English being my favorite language in school, it expanded my writing skills, which led me to winning poetry awards in my adolescence and being in the Sacramento Bee newspaper. I've journaled all of my experiences and thought processing through my various traumas from a very young age. I was inspired to write this book from a place of self reflection, synchronicities, and parallel experiences. My intention is in the hopes that sharing my own truths will inspire other young people to own and accept their own.
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When you perceive your life as a niche experience, you deduce life as it’s happening to you, instead of for you. In my experience, the more I became enlightened by others stories, the more empowered I became about my own. My purpose for this book is to encourage the 20-somethings out there to acknowledge, accept, and learn the power they hold from their own experiences in a very intimate way. Often times we are conditioned by the world around us to understand our power is an outward source and it is quite the opposite. In this book, we will be discussing topics including dating, individualism, club culture, generational traumas, societal pressures, understanding your first Saturn return, abuse, abortion, career transitions, understanding your patterns, various relationship experiences, and empowering yourself. Many people say the twenties are your selfish years, and while I agree, many don't know how to define that for themselves. There are so many nuanced experiences that come with your twenties that no one prepares you for. 

Many times life in my twenties felt like I was basically learning on the job. Some may have the experience of being guided by their parents, and there are others like myself that had to learn from experience. I encourage you to take control of your story, be patient with your journey, and be bold in pursuing your happiness. Be a seeker. A seeker of experiences, truth, knowledge, and all facets of love. Your story is constantly being developed, and you are the writer. Never stop unraveling your true, authentic essence. As I share my journey from ages 20-29 with you in this book, I implore you to make space to connect, journal, and allow conversation for your own individual processing as you navigate journeying through your twenties.

––––––––
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The final stage of my healing process has always been to use what I've been through to help other people.

(20) Don’t Forget Who You Are by Common

I was raised as an only child by my mother, who divorced my father by the time I was three. Her resilience became the blueprint of my early understanding of womanhood. Despite the shadows of physical abuse and the heartbreak of losing my baby brother to stillbirth, she re-emerged stronger—a successful entrepreneur who eventually moved us to the suburbs. Watching her rebuild our lives from scratch instilled in me a wisdom beyond my years. It’s often said, 'we mature by damage, not by age,' and that sentiment echoed through every chapter of my childhood.

While other little girls busied themselves with slumber parties and play dates, I found my thrills elsewhere. My weekends were often spent with one of my mom's single, 40-something girlfriends from church. Childless and independent, she lived life on her own terms, and I soaked up her stories and experiences like sunlight—basking in the possibility of a life untethered.

I never had the direct influence of an older sibling in my household, though I had two older siblings through my father. They lived hours away, their presence occasional and fleeting. My dad remarried when I was in middle school, and his wife brought two older children into the family. Her daughter, far older than me, became a sort of distant role model during my weekend visits. I admired her unapologetic vulgarity, effortless style, and artistic flair. Her boldness was magnetic; I watched and learned.

Closer to home, I bonded with my older cousin—the big brother I never had but always longed for. He filled that space in my life with a sense of brotherly protection and playful rivalry, making his presence feel like the sibling connection I’d always imagined. My mom kept my circle tight—my babysitters were either one of my grandmothers, an aunt, or two daughters of church friends. Those girls, older and infinitely cooler, embraced me as their honorary little sister. They introduced me to Destiny’s Child and Mary Mary, the bass from their boombox shaking the walls as we sang and danced wherever we were. I joined them at high school football games, tagging along on their dates to burger shacks and weekend strolls through the mall.

I marveled at their style: long acrylic nails I wasn’t yet allowed to wear, 90s charm bracelets jingling on their wrists, baggy jeans paired with crop tops, hair always freshly pressed and curled. I remember their high school graduations and the thrill of seeing them return home from out-of-state colleges. Spotting them at church on Saturdays, my heart would leap, and I’d rush over mid-service just to catch up. I watched them grow up, evolve, and transition into womanhood right before my eyes.

The same was true of my cousin. The first time he returned from college, I barely recognized him. The mischievousness that once defined him had been replaced with a quiet confidence. He no longer sought opportunities to tease me into fits of giggles, prompting my mom to scold me. I later realized that life had changed him; responsibilities, new experiences, and an awareness of his place in the world had refined him. He had grown up.

By the time I was a freshman, I had a friend a few years older than me—a senior at the time. We met outside of school, and through her, I saw the world from a different perspective. She had experienced things I hadn’t even considered yet. I listened to her stories with fascination but felt no rush to follow in her footsteps. We bonded over silly things: prank calls, YouTube videos, and summer nights at the state fair. She was beautiful—long hair, cute outfits—and yet she struggled. Heartbreak, depression, even suicidal thoughts marked her journey. Despite the whispers from older cousins warning me to keep my distance, I stayed. Our friendship was genuine, unbothered by the judgments of others.

She never pressured me, but I observed. Her relationships taught me more about love and loss than I could have learned on my own. When she left for college, she had already experienced two abortions by two different men. It was through her that I learned what an abortion was. She walked me through her decision—raw, vulnerable, and unflinchingly honest. I respected her choice and held space for her emotions.

One of my favorite aunts on my father's side lived in Los Angeles. Though I saw her only a handful of times growing up, each visit was unforgettable. She lived alone in a bougie townhome, worked in healthcare, traveled often, and had a long-term lover that no one ever met. To me, she was the epitome of independence—a woman unbound by societal expectations, living life entirely on her own terms.

These women—their styles, their strength, their independence—all left imprints on me. I found myself fantasizing about my own transition into adulthood, wondering how I’d express my freedom. Would I still wear my hair parted on the left? What wild nail designs would I rock? How would I carry myself? I imagined my own dance moves evolving, maybe even better than the ones I’d practiced in my aunt’s garage while battling my cousins to the sounds of Michael Jackson and Ciara.

One thing was certain: when my time came, I would fly far away from the confinements I knew. Growing up Adventist meant limitations, restrictions that I longed to break free from. I didn’t dream of marriage or babies; those desires were never rooted in me. To my younger self, married women seemed trapped—bound by expectations and control. My own observations of unhealthy relationships only solidified that belief. Though I understand now that my perspective was shaped by my experiences, the impression remained.

Foundations are built by influence, for better or worse. The question is: what purpose do those influences serve as we step into adulthood? For me, the contrasting examples of womanhood that surrounded me carved the path I would eventually walk. They showed me the many faces of independence, strength, and sacrifice. And for that, I am grateful.

Mirror Moment:: Which people and experiences etched their influence into your vision of the person you longed to become?

Young Hearts Run Free by Candi Staton

From the time we're young, we build up these grand expectations of what life will be like in our twenties. Influences around us—family legacies, personal aspirations, financial stability—all play a role in shaping that vision. But life has a way of throwing curveballs, and it's rare to hear anyone say they transitioned into adulthood seamlessly. There's what you imagine your twenties to be, and then there's the chaos that actually unfolds. Many enter their twenties still carrying the weight of unresolved adolescent trauma, which colors their experiences in ways they never anticipated. I was one of those people.

As I approached my twenties, I had already spent the last three years of my teenage life enduring unimaginable hardships. My senior year of high school was overshadowed by my mother’s battle with breast cancer, a fight that took a brutal turn for the worse. As my friends were enjoying senior year, applying for colleges, and planning their futures, I was barely holding it together, consumed by my mom's illness. Her tumors began bleeding out almost daily. The ambulance became as familiar as the school bus, and my alarm clock shifted from my mother's gentle voice to her screams—raw and terrified—as blood poured from her left breast like a faucet with no off switch.

Fear and anxiety became my baseline, and I learned to dissociate just to get through the day. I was a nervous wreck, waking up each morning not knowing if my mother would survive the day. It had always been just the two of us against the world, and now I was looking after her alone. She wanted me to live like a normal teenager, to apply to colleges and dream about the future. But we went from talking about whether I’d go to UC Riverside or Clark Atlanta University to me abandoning the idea of college altogether. I couldn’t imagine leaving her—not with things so uncertain. I barely graduated high school; I missed so many days sitting by her side, unable to leave her alone to go to class.

When my friends left for college, I stayed behind. I picked up my first job at Kohl's and took online classes in psychology, trying to make it work while my mom’s friend watched her during my shifts. But the constant emergency room visits became too much, and I dropped out of school. At nineteen, I moved on to a consulting company as an assistant, promoted after two weeks. I spent most of my workdays daydreaming, escaping mentally to places I wanted to see and lives I wanted to live—black Hollywood life in Atlanta, the sun-soaked streets of Los Angeles, tropical escapes in the Caribbean, jungle adventures across Asia. In my head, I thrived in the fashion industry, styling stars and living out my dreams. Then reality would snap me back, harsh and unforgiving.

My 20th birthday approached, and I craved an escape. I booked a hotel in San Francisco and celebrated with my boyfriend—the one person who had stood by me through it all. He was there for the countless ambulance rides, the panic attacks, the nights when I couldn’t breathe from fear. I remember the first time I saw her bleed out; I called him, desperate to forget. We weren’t even dating yet, just friends, but I went to his house, asked him to roll me a blunt, and he obliged, walking me through the process as I sobbed. I laughed uncontrollably, lost my balance, and ate everything in sight. That night, weed became my first taste of disassociation.

From that point forward, I leaned on anything that could numb the pain—weed, alcohol, sleeping pills. At 18, I wanted to die but couldn’t bear the thought of my mom having to bury me first. I would take pills and drink, hoping I wouldn’t wake up, but I always did. At 19, my relationship grew volatile. We were two broken people, drowning in our own trauma, acting out the violence we had seen in our own homes. Knowing its origin didn’t stop it from creeping into our lives.

Shortly after my 20th birthday, I came home sobbing after a blowout with him. I collapsed between my mother’s legs as she rubbed my scalp with oils, whispering words of comfort. Before I could even speak, she said, "Briana, you need to spread your wings. What do you think about moving to LA?" She had stabilized, there was more in-home support, and for the first time, the idea of leaving felt possible.

That’s when I found the internship in LA with a designer. I applied, interviewed, and got the job. Suddenly, I was on a one-way trip to chase my dreams. I stayed with my godparents in Compton, found a one-bedroom in Studio City across from Warner Brothers, and threw myself into the fashion world. For the first time in years, I felt like I was coming up for air.

I worked trade shows, styled celebrity clients, and attended exclusive events. When the internship ended, I was offered a permanent role traveling with the designer, but I turned it down. My mom still needed me, and I couldn’t bear the anxiety of unpaid wages and diva outbursts any longer. Instead, I launched my own line, B'Couture. My mom had taught me to sew at eight years old, and I had sold my creations out of our home as a kid. Now, I was back at it, sketching designs and working with a seamstress in Sacramento.

One day at a fabric store, someone saw me sketching and asked if I was a designer. I said yes, and they invited me to showcase my work at Sacramento Fashion Week. I was ecstatic. I poured everything into it, and when the day came, I walked that runway with my designs, my mother and grandmother in the audience—both fighting cancer but there to witness my dreams unfold.

When I returned to LA, I was ready to keep going. I launched an online store, convinced I was on my way. But little did I know, life had more twists waiting for me.

(21) 20 Somethings by SZA

As a kid, I remember my mom telling her friends, “I know Briana is going to spread her wings and fly.” Even then, I carried a restless spirit—a true wanderer, craving the thrill of new places, different cultures, and experiences far beyond the comfort of what I knew. Growing up, I traveled often, sometimes with my mom and sometimes without her, and I loved every bit of it. But as I stepped into adulthood, that hunger to explore only intensified. I knew I’d never be this young again, and I wasn’t about to wait for retirement to live. Life’s longevity was not promised, and I refused to leave my desires shelved for a future that might never come. My mom would crack jokes, saying, “Breezy, you’re the brokest little traveler I’ve ever met,” and I’d laugh. Baby, listen—I found a way by any means necessary. When you’re young, you learn how to cut corners and make things happen. My friends and I mastered the art of sacrifice: cutting food expenses so we could afford plane tickets and hotel rooms. We’d choose cheap hotels just to have enough left for adventures, and I have zero regrets. If I could do it all over again, I would—because memories were made, and a time was had. Those last-minute trips across state lines or even overseas, the rush of securing outfits, nails, and vacation hairstyles...those were the moments that made me feel most alive. I set an early intention to keep my twenties commitment-free. I wanted the freedom to explore life without the weight of children or a spouse. I’d always say, “Let me do all my young, wild, and free shit now!” And I did. 

Moving to Los Angeles was my first big leap for my twenties. I was finally spreading those wings my mother always spoke about. L.A. was electric. I found myself at the BET Awards, rubbing shoulders with music and film icons, attending live tapings of my favorite daytime talk shows, and turning up at Hollywood Hills house parties. I’ll never forget the time I was at my neighborhood grocery store and saw Kyla Pratt and Regina King buying groceries like it was the most normal thing. I didn’t bother them, but it was surreal to see people I’d grown up watching on TV just casually strolling through my world. I was dating a guy at the time, 26, with skin like buttery chocolate, living in Inglewood, and towering over me at over six feet tall. I met him at a party during my first week in L.A. He had this cool, easy confidence that pulled me in, but I felt him out for about six months before I let him ride this wave. Truth be told, I was still detaching mentally from my hometown boo—that kind of history was hard to shake. But I knew once I warmed up to him more, it would be on and poppin’. 

At that point in my life, I was bold and aggressive in the bedroom—asserting my dominance like I had something to prove. “Somebody get a therapist on aisle three, please!” I laugh about it now, but back then, it was the only way I knew how to grasp at pleasure—raw, unapologetic, and detached. The first time we were intimate, I invited him over, lit candles, had the music going, and a bottle ready. By the time he arrived, I was already liquored up, trying to muster the courage to be vulnerable with him. He walked through the door, and we vibed on the couch for a bit before he picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, carrying me to the bedroom. The minute he laid me down, all my overthinking vanished. I watched him in the mirror as he moved over me, his tall frame consuming the space. Baby, I had a good time climbing that tree! Once that seal was broken, I was more open to what L.A. men had to offer. I didn’t expect loyalty from men, so I never put all my eggs in one basket when it came to dating. I moved freely, embracing the thrill of exploration without the weight of expectations. One day, I was at CVS picking up a few things when I was approached by a guy who introduced himself smoothly, mentioning he lived in the area. We exchanged numbers and social media, and a few days later, he invited me to his penthouse to cook for me. Normally, I’d be hesitant to do a first date at someone’s house, but I shared my location with my best friend and decided to gamble it. 

I straightened my newly highlighted hair, slipped into skinny jeans, a hot pink halter blouse, strappy heels, and made my way to his place. Nerves bubbled up as I approached the gate, feeling a little intimidated by the security. But he came down to get me, greeting me with open arms and leading me inside. The place smelled of savory food, candles were lit, and hip-hop played softly through the speakers. We ate, laughed, and he told me stories of life on the road, assisting his sister—a well-known rapper. As the wine settled, I felt myself relax, leaning into his touch as he kissed me from my forehead down to my neck. I flowed with the moment, allowing him to undress me slowly. But when I reached for him, I was met with less than I expected. I tried not to let my face give it away, but baby, it was a heartbreaking case of ‘what I ordered vs. what I got.’ I took another sip of wine, hoping it would help me find the thrill, but I already knew...it wasn’t gonna work. I played it out, saw it through, but by the time I got back to my car, I had already blocked his number.
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