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To my lifesaver PJ,


Mommy’s tears will never be your fears.


Love you forever!
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


To protect the privacy of my loved ones, and other people whom I’ve met and would rather forget, some names have been changed. Others have been erased.














INTRODUCTION


If you thought you knew my life after watching me on reality TV, get in and buckle your seat belt, because it’s about to get really real.


After starring season after season on The Real Housewives of Atlanta, I felt there was still so much I never got a chance to say in those confessionals or never got to express at the reunions between throwing shade and receipts. So I’ve opened up my life here, page by page, to share my truth, my strength, and my pursuit of the real Porsha.


Some of what I’m about to share will be tough to hear. It was even tougher to write; that’s why it took me years to do it. Although I knew God wanted me to bring voice to my story and my testimony, I avoided writing a book for a long time because any good book is your truth on paper. It’s laying yourself bare and having to face yourself, your failures, and even your fears.


But the way I have been blessed, I believe it is my duty to tell these stories as a testimony for other young girls and women. I went from being homeless while starring on The Real Housewives to owning two successful businesses. Not to mention, I’m co-hosting the nationally syndicated talk show Dish Nation and Bravo’s new late-night talk show Chat Room while also making headway into scripted television.


If there is one person I can touch with my story or save from making the same mistakes I did, then it was all worth it. Honestly, it was all worth it anyway because it made me the woman, the mother, the daughter, and the friend that I am today.


Every sparkling diamond has been put under pressure. I am no exception. Some of that pressure you’ve seen on television, but other moments you have no idea about—until now.


Sometimes when you watch someone on TV, you think you know her. But the woman you’ve seen on the show is only a small piece of me—a character at times. Even this book is a small piece of my blessing-filled life, but I hope that after laughing and crying with me, you understand the fullness of Porsha and how I became the proud Black woman I am today.


I’ve faced depression, heartache, and pain, and I’ve used joy, happiness, and my unwavering faith to get me through.


Thank you for loving and supporting me on this journey called life.


You ready?














CHAPTER ONE


“HIIIII, welcome to Porsha’s World!” I said cheerily while staring into a black camcorder.


At twelve years old, I already knew there was something to discover through that lens that didn’t seem attainable in the confines of my childhood bedroom. My reality felt extraordinary through that lens.


During pre-production for my faux Home Shopping Network show, I had walked around my mother’s house on Cameron Close, about thirty minutes outside of Decatur, Georgia, carefully examining and hand-selecting the items I deemed worthy to be sold later to my millions of fictional viewers. While I sat in my chair for my first-ever series, my mother’s beautiful items, perched on different shelves, shone behind me while my dolls and stuffed animals served as my studio audience.


“We have this beautiful candle,” I said, picking up my momma’s smell goods while wearing the shoulder-padded jacket I’d swiped from her closet earlier. “We only have a hundred left! Oh my God, hurry up and buy them!”


At the time, I was living with my mom, whom everyone else called Ms. Diane, during the week and visiting my dad, Hosea, on the weekends. My parents had split by the time I was two or three years old. In my room, though, with its bay windows and vaulted ceilings, I felt like I had created my own safe haven.


It felt like the only space where I could dream a little bit bigger than those white walls. It felt like the only place where I felt comfortable to ask for more of myself and see more for myself, rather than the flat-chested, skinny, big-eyed stick—hateful words I had heard the other kids call me at school that I somehow believed to be true. I wanted to be more than the girl other kids called ugly. The one they called lame.


At that time, I could’ve never imagined some two decades later, millions would be watching me through similar black lenses, falling in love with me through my triumphs, my heartbreaks, my mistakes, and my overcome.


Back then, my twelve-year-old self found no relief at Chapel Hill Middle School in Decatur. I don’t remember much about middle school, and it’s probably because I didn’t care much about it. I didn’t really excel there because I didn’t really pay attention. I just wanted to get through the day so I could run back to my room and be by myself. I used to sit there in my classroom staring out the windows, waiting to go home and return to my safe haven.


While other kids hung out with one another, played sports, or tore up the playground, I spent a lot of time in my room. I’d even tie a scarf around the doorknob just to be sure no one would unexpectedly come in and ruin my introverted fun. It would be full-blown bliss. Once I turned on that Jodeci from my pile of CDs, slow love songs would fill up any emptiness in my room… oh, you couldn’t tell me nothing. I wasn’t in love with anyone then, but babyyyy did I love to sing a good sad love song to pass the time.


When I wasn’t chilling in my bedroom, I was running around with my older brother, Hosea, who was named after my dad and his dad. Believe it or not, I was a tomboy who wanted to run around the neighborhood until the streetlights came on instead of playing inside with dolls.


Hosea was only two years older than me but instead of that natural sibling rivalry, I was obsessed with my big brother. Our entire family was. At my momma’s house, Hosea was her most cherished son, and at my father’s house, he seemed to rule over everything. There was something about Hosea—he had this ability to be exactly who he was every second of the day. I was not only enamored with him, but also inspired by him.


When I wasn’t loving on him, I was pranking him. We were always trading pranks on each other throughout our childhood because we were so close in age. He was always messing with me and I was always messing with him. And what was so frustrating was that everyone thought I was picking on him, but it was really the other way around.


Between pranks and getting in trouble for those pranks, we would explore our neighborhood in Ellenwood, Georgia, so much that we often heard as we zoomed by, “There go those Williams kids!”


Still, no one knew my secret pain.


No one has ever known of the deep sadness that seems to linger in the air around me because on the outside, I act completely opposite to how I’m feeling, by choice or for survival. At times even I can’t tell. People think my life is so popping; that I always have people to talk to and always have friends to turn to. But that’s not ever been my case. Ever.


Even though I considered her my best friend, I couldn’t tell my mom all the thoughts running through my head. I couldn’t tell my mom that I had held a bottle of pills, thinking about swallowing all of them, but deciding against it because I feared I’d be brain dead and I definitely didn’t want to be that.


I couldn’t tell her that I had tied a purple, red, and black scarf around my neck to see what it felt like to not live anymore, or that I had gone a step forward and tied that same colorful scarf to the door. I’m not sure what she’d think if I ever told her my body dropped to the ground—in surrender or relief ? I’m still not sure.


What I was sure of, however, was just how hard my mom worked to ensure I had a certain lifestyle. She was my best friend. She is my best friend. She was a boss, having owned a daycare and learning centers in Atlanta, Georgia, educating hundreds of children.


Because I knew she was doing all she could to provide for me and my brother, I wasn’t going to tell her about the bullying in school, and I definitely wasn’t going to tell her about what I did in my room when no one was looking. The idea of disappointing my mom with this never-ending sadness felt like it could end my entire world. She was so busy. She didn’t have time for this foolishness.


My whole existence felt like a disappointment and I didn’t want to let her down one more time with a pathetic problem I couldn’t explain. My unwavering depression made me feel so guilty, because I saw just how much my mom was sacrificing to give me every single thing I wanted out of life.


Even in middle school, I knew that suicide would be so selfish. I couldn’t dare leave my mom when I loved her so much. I wouldn’t want her to deal with that.


Thankfully, somehow mothers know, especially Black mothers. They seem to have a sixth sense about what their children are going through. (I understand that more and more with the birth of my own daughter, Pilar.) My mother, who was quick to discipline me but loved me beyond words, felt and knew what I didn’t say; what I couldn’t say while I struggled during middle school.


She offered me a lifeline.


“You and your brother are going to go talk to a friend of mine and I want you to just kind of tell them how you feel,” my mom said casually one day while she was picking me up from school.


“How I feel about what?”


“Well, I can tell you more when we get there,” she hinted. “Hosea is going, too, but I think it’s important for you two to have someone to talk to—another friend.”


But even this professionally trained stranger, perched in an office building that sat around the corner from a movie theater we always used to go to, couldn’t heal my broken heart.


I visited this therapist twice before I decided that if anything, the entire exercise of sitting down and trying to explain what I was going through was stupid and a waste of time. If I couldn’t understand what I was going through, how could I conceptualize it for someone else to analyze? I just didn’t want to be asked all those piercing questions. I didn’t have the answers. I couldn’t pinpoint what issue could’ve been that bad for a twelve-year-old.


I mean, I hadn’t even hit puberty yet. I hadn’t gotten my period. Not only was I just coming into my womanhood, I was just coming into myself.


I did know, though, that even at my age, I was really good at pretending like I had it all together. It was the first time in my life that I had picked up that mask to hide how I truly felt.


So I never showed any emotion that might’ve seemed weak to my mom. I never, ever wanted her to think that I was sad. I never even wanted to cry in front of her because I wanted to protect her. I never wanted her to feel that she was the cause of it; that being a single mom made me somehow upset with life or upset with her. So I masked my sadness and my anger and my disappointments. Despite my frustrations, I held everything in.


I didn’t realize that what I was feeling actually had a name and that I wasn’t the only person suffering with depression. I wasn’t even the only one suffering with depression in my family.


It wasn’t until my divorce, decades later, that I was willing to confront it and when I did, I realized that I wasn’t alone.


Just two weeks after my ex-husband, former NFL player Kordell Stewart, completely blindsided me by filing for divorce after only two years of marriage (don’t worry, there’s more on that later), I had to put on a brave face and fly to New York. Bravo, the network that airs The Real Housewives of Atlanta, where I had just finished my first season, was holding its annual upfronts.


For those who don’t know, television networks have what’s called upfronts. They’re these big, elaborate celebrity-filled parties, held every year, where the networks present their latest slate of programming, or shows, to lure advertisers into investing. Bravo had invited me, the housewife who had no house and was no longer a wife, to represent their highest-rated Housewives franchise at the time.


I didn’t even think producers would want me back on the show as a newly single woman, so on one hand I was relieved when I got the call that I’d be joining my castmates Nene Leakes and Cynthia Bailey in New York to walk the party’s bright-blue carpet. But on the other hand, it’d be the first time I’d be seen in public after the world learned I was getting divorced.


I had invested so much into my marriage—having given up my own business, as well as my friends and family, to be the perfect wife and stepmother. Now, just days after that life was ripped away from me, I had to talk to perfect strangers and the press, who would seize the opportunity to get a sound bite for their stories, not realizing that their questions were piercing daggers into my very broken heart.


It was a lot.


It became so hard to give evasive answers to journalists on the red—well, blue—carpet while trying to hold back tears that eventually the tears won and my willpower gave up. I ran to the bathroom inside the venue to let them fall freely, my younger sister Lauren there rubbing my back.


It wasn’t until I had suffered through the party and took off my strapless kelly-green dress to hop on a Delta flight back home to Atlanta that everything hit me at once.


“What are you going to do?” Lauren asked me from her aisle seat in first class.


We were sipping on mimosas that the flight attendant had just placed between us while we made little families out of stretched-out Starbursts.


“I don’t know,” I said, staring out the tiny rounded plane window. “I have no idea. I’m just so sad. Am I supposed to feel this sad?”


Lauren didn’t understand the question. So I elaborated.


“I just wish I could fix it,” I said when she asked what I meant by that. “I thought I had it figured out. I had a husband, a stepson, and I thought I was going to have more kids.


“When you get married,” I continued, “you’re off the streets. You think this is it, but it wasn’t. Clearly. I just can’t believe this is happening. I set up my life to be Kordell’s wife, to be a mom. I didn’t set up my life to do anything after because there was no after. That was it.”


The odd thing about it was, I wasn’t even angry anymore. I wasn’t even upset. I was beyond that. I was hopeless.


“Porsha, I know this seems like this is the worst thing that’s ever happened to you in your life, but you’ll get through this,” Lauren said, breaking my train of thought.


“How do you know that?” I said, defiantly, not ready to receive advice.


“Because I’ve been there, where you’re crying all day long, not understanding what’s wrong with you,” Lauren revealed for the first time to me.


I looked over at Lauren with new eyes while my little sister told me that while she was attending Spelman College, the all-girls historically Black institution in Atlanta, she had found a therapist to help her cope with what she had been feeling.


“I had been struggling with anxiety and I didn’t have a name for it,” Lauren admitted. “So I just felt stupid for feeling it.”


“That’s how I feel and I feel crazy for feeling this way.”


“It’s okay. You’ll come out of it. You’ve been this way before and what happened? You came out of it. You’re epic!” Lauren reminded me. “You’re brave. You can get through anything.”


My baby sister’s words felt good hanging in the plane’s thin air, but they failed to land. As much as I wanted to believe Lauren, it’d be weeks before I convinced myself that what I had put up with wasn’t okay. It’d be months before I realized that I didn’t have to endure emotional and physical abuse to have a family; that I didn’t have to choose between success and love; that there was space in the world for both.


But thankfully, for the first time, I knew I wasn’t alone in my mess. At least I knew that I wasn’t the only one feeling helpless, and confused, and sad at times.


As I pushed around the sweet mushy families that lay on the plane’s tray between my sister and I, Lauren would say something that would snap all my life’s relationships into focus.


“You know,” she said hesitantly, a painful moment that she didn’t want to spill out obviously rolling around in her head. “My therapist said it all goes back to Dad.”














CHAPTER TWO


I remember seeing Jesse Jackson kiss my sister’s forehead, but Lauren didn’t seem comforted. Instead, she looked super-annoyed.


She was only ten years old at the time, but I could tell she didn’t want to stand up and shake hands any longer. She felt like I did. She wanted to get out of the church and mourn her father in peace—whatever mourning looked like at that age.


I was sixteen when my father died from a rare blood disease called paroxysmal nocturnal hemoglobinuria. To make a very complicated disease sound really simple, it’s when the red blood cells don’t act right.


My dad was only forty-three when he succumbed to the disease after an unsuccessful bone marrow transplant, but he had clearly already made a huge impact in the world. Just four days after his spirit left this world and my father officially became an ancestor, anybody who was connected to anybody who was connected to him seemed to gather inside Israel Baptist Church, which is located on a road in East Atlanta that’s now called Hosea L. Williams Drive, named after his own father. Jesse, Dick Gregory, Mayor Bill Campbell, and every other important person in Atlanta, it seemed, was inside the brick church.


Although it was September, it was a rather cold day for Atlanta and before the service, I couldn’t make myself move fast enough. Grief was weighing me down, bad, making my feet feel as if they were in quicksand. But instead of being worried that I’d be late to my own father’s funeral, I felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. I had disconnected from the moment, surely to protect my heart. But I still managed to put on a silk black dress with a matching scarf that I kept tied around my neck that day to say my final goodbye to my father.


While the rest of my family—my father’s six brothers and sisters along with their children—had gathered at my grandmother Juanita’s house to ride in eight or so black limousines to take them to see my father for one last time, I strolled into the church late.


I walked past the throngs of people standing, sitting, and trying to cram comfortably into the sanctuary right to the front and sat down next to my mother. And although I saw so many faces I recognized—from school, from my mother’s daycare, my dad’s friends and my grandfather’s inner circle—there were many other faces I couldn’t place.


All I could remember was his casket, his final resting place. It was still open and atop the shiny box that would hold his life for all eternity were so many red roses. I just remember those red roses and how they cascaded down, filling up the church with a floral scent I just couldn’t register.


“Hey! Can y’all close that now?”


It was Lauren’s mother, Lisa, asking one of the church’s trustees to finally close my dad’s casket after it had been open for more than half the service. Even though I spent much of the funeral staring at the back of her head, I could tell Lauren was visibly upset about it. She even fell asleep for a little bit, probably not wanting to see her father that way anymore.


At my father’s funeral, so many people wanted to memorialize him, including Dick Gregory, who thankfully made us all laugh by sharing anecdotes from my dad’s life and remembering him for the hilarious, charismatic person he was.


My dad liked to say he was the average height of a Black man, which really meant he stood at five foot nine. My dad was like me in many ways. He was attractive, flashy, the type of guy who walked in a room and made you wonder, Who is that? Our family has really bad vision so he always had on a pair of glasses, the kind that turned dark in the sun. It always looked like he had on shades, but he pulled it off.


Dick spoke about Dad’s great personality; the fact that he never walked through a room of strangers. He seemed to know all of Atlanta and all of Atlanta knew him.


I suppose he couldn’t help it being raised by his father, the elder Hosea, who was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s chief field lieutenant. My grandfather worked alongside Dr. King in their organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and later founded his own long-standing outreach, Hosea Feed the Hungry and Homeless. His wife, my grandmother Juanita, was equally impressive, graduating third in her class from Savannah State College, eventually becoming a Georgia legislator and one of the first Black women to run for public office in the state.


When it came to his family, my dad was really warm, but when it came to his business, he was demanding and at times coldhearted. In fact, he loved to press buttons. He was the type where he could yell “Fuck you!” and hang up the phone and people would still say, “Hosea, you crazy but we love you for it.”


Dad was a boss. He was a successful entrepreneur who owned a janitorial chemical supply company that sold cleaning supplies to major retailers like Home Depot. He got the idea from his father, who was a chemist. Before my grandfather became an iconic civil rights leader, he had earned his bachelor and master’s degrees in chemistry from Morris Brown College and what’s now known as Clark Atlanta University.


He was well respected for being fair and a truth teller, and if he didn’t tell you the truth there was a good reason for it. He was very much a tell-you-like-it-is type of person and I admired that about him because he seemed to have a way with words and could make even bad situations feel good.


That was my dad.


The funeral seemed to drag on, but it ended with us having to shake everyone’s hand at the end of service. We stood there exhausted from the memories, laughter, and tears, shaking each person’s hand one by one as we tried to figure out what words to say in response to their sorry for your losses and condolences. My replies never seemed to measure up to how I was feeling, as if I even knew what I was feeling. Looking back at the winding line of mourners inside the church, it felt like I would have to endure this uncomfortable back-and-forth for another twenty damn minutes.


I looked over at Lauren to see Aunt Jettie trying to pick her up, but her body looked like a limp doll in defiance. Clearly she wasn’t cooperating; instead she dragged all her body weight to the floor. I don’t remember running over to her, but I must’ve.


“Let’s just get out of here,” I told her, picking her ten-year-old body up with ease.


“I don’t know how you knew you had to save me,” Lauren whispered.


We found an empty limo waiting for us outside the gold-steepled church and climbed inside. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I never could have cried inside that church. I’m the type to never show that I’m upset even if I am, and I tried very hard to hide my hurt in front of the congregation. But inside the limo, watching the tears fall down Lauren’s face, I couldn’t help myself. I started crying, silent and stiff.


Lauren was crying, too, but as her big sister I felt like I needed to say something to fix this; to make us feel better even if I didn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth just yet.


“It’s going to be okay. He’s in a better place,” I mustered, which only made Lauren cry harder.


It was an oddly familiar moment because I was actually with Lauren inside Duke University Hospital the night my father passed away, September 21, 1998. It was more than a month after he had gotten a bone marrow transplant from his brother and he was recuperating, until he wasn’t. He had developed graft-versus-host disease after his body rejected his brother’s bone marrow.


It was that time of day when the nighttime blended into the morning. The time of day when usually the world is asleep, and the only people who are up have a problem to solve. My grandmother and aunts were holding one another’s hands, surrounding my dad’s bed in prayer. He was no longer conscious, but their faith persisted. In that familial amen corner, they spoke life into my dad, shared his hopes and dreams for this life, not realizing God already had a bigger plan for him.


This was lost on Lauren, who only knew it was bedtime. She couldn’t stand up in that sterile room any longer with the machines forcing life into my dad, or at least trying to.


“I wanna lay downnnnnn,” she whined.


It was around 4:00 a.m. and honestly I wanted to lie down, too. So I took her out of Dad’s hospital room in search of a nurse that could help. We found someone who opened a tiny room that was attached to Dad’s room. There wasn’t even enough space for us to lie down next to each other, so I ended up sleeping on the floor while Lauren lay slightly on top of me.


We were asleep when dawn turned to morning. We were asleep when Dad transitioned to the next life, but we were together. We heard the beeping—the machines keeping my dad alive—stop. We heard the nurses turn them all off, one by one.


By the time we walked back into my dad’s room, the sterile space that was once filled with beeps and tones was now completely silent. Dad’s body was still warm, but it was perfectly still for the first time.


Although I was only a teenager, my family thankfully let me see Dad’s final transition with my own eyes. It didn’t help me believe it any quicker; I still couldn’t believe it was happening.


“He’s still alive! He’s still alive,” I offered to my aunts in the room, who’d stood watch beside him as he made his way over.


“No, Porsha, he’s not,” one of my aunties corrected.


“He can’t be… He can’t be. It’s not real. It’s not real.”


* * *


I don’t remember my parents being in love, but I know that they were. I know that my brother was made in love. I know that I was made by love.


After they met at the University of Georgia—my mom was an undergrad while my dad was enrolled in their law school—they gravitated toward each other quickly and refused to let each other out of their orbit. I describe their falling in love like a celestial gravitational pull because if you knew my dad and got to know my mom, then you would understand the type of aura that I’m talking about. They both had the type of spirit where people were attracted to them. They both had it. Hell, my mom still has it. They were both attractive and charismatic and vivacious and outspoken. I guess we’d call it swag now.


By the time I had formed memories about what my early childhood was like, my mother had quit her job at my father’s chemical company and thrown herself into being a housewife. A caretaker, a homemaker, a mother, and a wife were titles she was proud to hold and my mother showed me just how much joy and fulfillment could come from caring for your own family. She taught me that being a housewife was a worthy profession and that it took every God-given talent you had to care for your children and treat your man like the king he wanted to walk out in the world and become, all while keeping your own peace.


My dad, on the other hand, was very fun loving. I think it meant a lot to him to be The Fun Dad. He was also a very affectionate parent, so there was never a day when he wouldn’t give me or my siblings hugs or kisses on the forehead.


Because I didn’t live with him, there was this built-in absence and distance between us, so his touch meant a lot. It meant a lot to be wrapped up in his arms. It meant a lot to feel his love. It felt amazing to be the center of his joy while I had it. I cherished every single moment.


I remember one day in particular when he called me to plan a day date with just the two of us. My dad had four kids—two boys and two girls—so having one-on-one time with him was rare. On this day, the movie Selena, starring Jennifer Lopez, was coming out and he had called me to say that we were going to go see it together.


I couldn’t wait. I was going to get a full day with my dad, just me and him? I would have him all to myself ?! I could barely contain my excitement. My dad first took me to lunch, then we went to the movies to watch a fictionalized Selena sing her hit songs “Bidi Bidi Bom Bom” and the heart-wrenching ballad “I Could Fall in Love.” As we watched her life play out, one that was cut short, I could hardly pay attention because I was too busy looking at my dad. I was just so happy to be there with him. On the drive home, we spoke about Selena and our favorite parts of the movie.


The day was so special to me that I even bought Selena’s album, and to this day I’m the biggest fan of her music. I know all the words to every song and feel so warm when I hear her voice. It all takes me back to that day and how special it was to spend that time with him, getting to know him on a different level.


Because I was so young, I didn’t realize my parents were having problems until my mother had reached the end of her understanding one day, yelling about something my young mind couldn’t quite comprehend. Visibly upset, talking to herself about something my father shouldn’t have done, she drove me right up to Dad’s office inside the family company that he owned, with his employees poking their heads out of their offices to see what the commotion was all about, and left me square on his desk.


I wouldn’t find out until I was much older that infidelity was the source of my mother’s pain; a pain that I’d become too intimately familiar with in my own relationships decades later. Unfortunately, it wasn’t just once or twice that my dad forgot his vows to my mom. It was the kind of disrespect that had my calm, understanding, gracious mother going full-on Bernadine from Waiting to Exhale and cutting up my dad’s thousand-dollar suits.


By the time I was three years old, my parents had divorced. Unlike my mom, who would later throw herself into running a twenty-four-hour daycare center after their split, my dad spent his time running into the arms of another love of his life.


Dad met Lauren’s mom, Lisa, a year after my parents’ divorce. When you’re that young, watching the man you love with your entire miniature heart give his love to someone other than your mom, it changes how you think about love and what you expect from it. It changes what you think is up and what you think is down, and suddenly life seems a bit more sideways.


I could tell my father not only still loved my mother, but respected her as well. Dad would always tell us how much of a good mom she was to us. It seemed they had a co-parenting relationship full of respect and maturity; I never heard either one of them speaking badly about the other.


He might’ve even feared her. I definitely had to make sure I was doing right, even while out of her sight, or we’d both get in trouble: “Don’t tell your mom we’re having pizza for dinner again. Make sure your homework is good because I don’t want you going home telling your mom I didn’t help you with it.”


For her part, my mom just really wanted the best for my dad’s next relationship so that I could grow up with stability and love and calm and tenderness. Mom always spoke highly about Dad’s new wife and told me to be respectful of Lisa and listen to her. And after being a stepmom, I realized later on in life just how revolutionary it was for her to be so understanding of my dad and his new relationship.


Lisa wasn’t a stepmom to me. She was more like a second mom. I mean, she basically helped raise me, especially since my father was insistent that we go over to their house every other weekend.


But well into my father’s marriage to Lisa, whom I grew to love and admire, he began seeing his girlfriend. Because I was so young, I couldn’t even begin to understand that if my father said he loved my mother, if he loved Lauren’s mother, why would he need another woman?


Although I didn’t understand it, it opened my young mind up to the possibility that this was okay—that a man having a wife and a girlfriend was what happened in marriages because my father did it. And not only did he do it, he didn’t excuse it. It was a matter of fact. And he was still successful, he was still loved, and he was still highly regarded.


It didn’t help that I saw my father’s cheating with my own two bright eyes. He’d drag me on dates with his girlfriend around Atlanta, not hiding his indiscretions to his eldest daughter. Unknowingly, he created a confusing path forward for every single romantic relationship I’d have, where lies and secrets and cheating felt so common they were inconsequential.


I had to keep my father’s secrets. It was a burden I didn’t want and definitely didn’t deserve. By watching his moves and listening to the words my father didn’t say, I learned what it meant to lie to the ones you loved at a young age. And I learned the consequences when I dared to tell the truth.


I remember there was one time I was with my father when he went to his girlfriend’s apartment. I was around ten years old and I didn’t realize the rules of running around. I didn’t know that you could see things that weren’t supposed to be repeated. I mean, I was raised in a household where we told one another everything… or at least I thought we did.


Being slow to Dad’s new rules, I had told Lisa what I had seen, which apparently I wasn’t supposed to do. So on his next date with his girlfriend, instead of inviting me inside, my father made me wait in the car for hours, watching the sun burn its way across the sky at a snail’s pace, my eyes following the sun below the horizon, hoping he’d come by the car to check on me or offer me reprieve inside. But no. He sat inside, with her. My little brother would periodically peek his head out of her apartment to check on me and make sure I was okay. My four-door purgatory was apparently my punishment for opening my mouth. It was my sentence for telling his truth.


It wasn’t the only time Dad locked me away, which is a trigger I still carry with me to this day.


My father would lock me and my brothers in bathrooms, in bedrooms, the laundry room, and the basement when we were acting out or making too much noise as children. The doors were never actually locked, but we understood our punishment was that we could not leave. One by one, we were placed in separate rooms.


I don’t think my dad meant any harm by it; it was just his way of putting us in a time-out. To him, it was better than spanking us. But being a naive dad, or an inexperienced dad, he would oftentimes forget about us. We would be in those rooms all day, and sometimes until nighttime.


Some days we’d create fun within the confines of our own imaginations while inside those four walls. Sometimes we’d even get to pick which room we wanted to go to, depending on the degree to which we had annoyed him.


But other days we longed to get out. It felt as if we made one mistake, we’d be sent away. What my dad likely thought was a convenient and less violent punishment ended up having its own repercussions.


When my mom would ask how our weekend at Dad’s was, we hid it. We lied about it. We dressed up our pain and then we detached from it.


This form of punishment birthed my need to be absolutely perfect. I became terrified of making any sort of mistake or not living up to the expectations men had for me, because I learned that if I did make a mistake, I could be left alone or locked up.


We constantly walked on eggshells. We never knew when he’d switch from The Fun Dad to The Strict Dad, from having water fights in the house and acting like a big brother to the whole house being on lockdown.


I didn’t realize it then, but that punishment, which did seem like a normal punishment to me, contributed to the trauma and abandonment issues I’m still dealing with decades later.


We found ourselves lucky when we were locked in adjoined rooms. My little brother Brenton and I figured out a way to talk to each other through the vents, desperate to talk with someone or desperate to strategize how we’d get out. We’d often play “not it,” trying to decide who would ask Daddy if we could come out of time-out.


One time I lost that game. I hesitantly opened my door—we knew not to open it until he said so—and had to go knock on Daddy’s door. I really didn’t want to, but it was better than staying one more second in a room by myself. I lightly knocked on the door. His voice boomed on the other side: “Come in!”


“Daddy… can we… come out now?” I said, scared of his reply.


“Ohhhh! Of course!” he said, completely softened and back to the loving, gracious, forgiving Daddy I knew. “Baby, come in here! I forgot y’all were in there, honestly. Go get your brothers. Tell them to come on in here.”


And then he’d go back to being completely normal. So we followed his lead. We’d order pizza. We’d laugh, play games, watch the late show together. I was so used to forgiving what needed to be forgiven, moving on, pretending everything was fine.


I didn’t understand, but I soon realized that if I wanted to be around him, I had to behave and keep my mouth shut.


Because he was so strict and protective over me, he didn’t teach me anything about love and dating and men. He refused. Instead, he said what most fathers tell their teenage daughters: “Boys do not need to be on your mind right now. They don’t want nothing but one thing, so keep away. You can’t talk on the phone with boys and best believe, I’ll kill any boy that comes in the house asking about you. Date when you’re thirty-something.”


When my father got sick, things changed. He was also raised in a blended family, and he felt it was really important that us kids stayed close no matter what. So my brother and I would spend every other weekend over at my dad’s house in Stone Mountain, which was about thirty minutes away from my mom’s house at that time. We’d run around with Lauren and my younger brother Brenton, who had a different mother. After he died, though, we stopped going over there. We never really got together anymore.


After my father’s funeral, I didn’t mourn. I couldn’t fully mourn his death inside my mother’s house, partly because I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. I didn’t want to mourn one parent in front of the other, if you know what I mean. And although my mom would always say, “It’s okay. It’s okay. He’s your father,” I still didn’t want to show how devastated I was.


I sometimes felt like I didn’t deserve to be sad because I was a teenager and I hadn’t been spending as much time with him as I wanted to. There was school and boys and after-school activities and parties and The Mall. I could’ve been there more. I could’ve checked in on him more. I could’ve been a better daughter at the very moment he needed me to be, but instead I was a normal teenager who wanted to hang out with friends. So my guilt was misplaced. I felt like, how you gon’ fall out and act like you can’t handle losing your father when you didn’t even go visit him last weekend?


My grief felt like a mask. I put eyeliner and powder and lipstick on my grief so that if any random person ever looked at me, they’d think I was okay. From the outside looking in, I probably seemed that way, but it still felt like a piece of me was missing. The worst part about my dad dying is that I knew that piece would never be recovered no matter how hard I searched for it. I’d always feel incomplete no matter what. At least that’s what I thought back then.


When you’re sixteen, grief has the uncanny ability to blur every bit of common sense you have, tainting every pure space in your heart and every real thought in your mind. So every time you feel, your mind wanders back—whether willingly or because of your guilt for trying to move on—to a deep longing for someone you know is not coming back.


As foreign as it was to me, grief also felt oddly familiar, almost like my own shadow, following me around as I lived my life. Oftentimes I had no idea it was right there beside me, keeping me company. But as I continued to live my life and the sun shone brighter on me, even as I found its warmth and found life’s joys, or laughed at a really good joke, or danced my cares away, it was still right there casting a shadow on that dark part of my heart, the part of my heart that refused to let go.


I knew my dad’s death would have an effect on me, but I didn’t realize how much it would impact me and for how long. I didn’t realize that even at thirty-nine years old, I’d still be dealing with loving someone I’ve lost. I didn’t expect that feeling of loss to show up again and again in relationships where it had no business popping in, where it didn’t belong. With grief hanging on me like a stank I couldn’t wash off, it seemed like a dog whistle, leading me to toxic relationships that would steal my joy.


Trying to love after you lose the sun in your universe—or perhaps he was the moon; either way he was a constant—is impossible. His death happened exactly at the moment when it felt like I needed him the most—in the years where I was going into dating and really graduating from being a girl and developing into a young woman.


I think about the memories that I can’t make with my dad to this day; those moments I’ll never have with him. When I turned seventeen, my first thought was about what he’d miss in the days of my life I had yet to live.


I thought about Dad not seeing me walk across the stage at my high school graduation. I thought about him not actually meeting a guy I liked because he never wanted me to date. But I just knew, he and I both knew, that one day I would meet someone and that guy would have to get my dad’s approval before taking me out on a date. And my dad would barely let the dude in the house because he’d try to scare the crap out of him and make sure that nothing happened to his baby girl. I also thought about how he’d never get to walk me down the aisle or meet his grandkids.


I’d never have that protection because he was gone. As a young girl who was now alone in the world, I felt very insecure. I’d had a dad that I loved and revered, who protected me and wanted me to know right from wrong, and then all of a sudden I didn’t.


I’ve learned to live happily with the blessing that life does indeed continue to ebb and flow, giving me more opportunities to make my dad proud. Every time I utter my own name, with his name attached to mine, I’m reminded of just how much I’m like him: able to walk into a room and hold its attention with my will, able to believe in myself enough to be entrepreneurial and create something out of nothing, and able to believe in the divine blessing of what it means to be Black, a lesson he passed down from his own father.


I am genuinely proud to be his girl, his daughter, a Williams. I’m proud to carry his legacy in my heart and in my stride.


While I came to terms with living without my dad, I was also thanking God that I had a praying mother, who not only taught me how to go to Jesus when I needed help, but also taught me how to be a boss.
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