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PROLOGUE EVERYTHING IS RIGHT. EVERYTHING IS WRONG. NOTHING IS MISSING.


The paralysis caught me off guard. I felt a tingling above my right cheekbone, and a heaviness on that side of my face. I’d woken up to the bright Los Angeles sunshine but when I’d smiled at myself in the mirror, like I do every morning, I noticed that my eye wasn’t turning up at the corner, and that there was a wrinkle at my jawline. Was I aging suddenly? Was it an allergic reaction? I took an antihistamine just in case. I was in the habit of pushing off my health. I didn’t expect at thirty-six that I’d be sitting in a doctor’s office asking why half my face was paralyzed and wondering if I’d be able to support my girls.

If you don’t already know me, I can pop a big back-of-the-teeth smile; it helps me connect with people right away. But it has also been armor and a mask for me; something I can use to make me look way happier than I feel. But the paralysis stole my smile. When I look back at photos from that spring, I see what I was feeling. I couldn’t hide it. That is so different from what so many of us do, which is just grin and bear it, and make sure everything looks a certain way. Let’s stop pretending like everything’s okay. My smile is back, and with it I can tell some truth and I can hide a lot, but I don’t want to hide anymore. If we’re meeting in this book for the first time, I want us to live in truth. If you’re returning, I want us to continue in truth.

I’m Nicole Walters. I’ve built a business, Inherit Learning Company, a digital education firm that has afforded me many different things. It has afforded me a home. It’s taken care of my kids. It’s given me vacations and luxury and, more than anything, it’s given me impact, visibility, and stability. And these are all things I lacked growing up. These are all things I thought that if I had them that I’d made it.

But what I found was that the business, the TV show that grew out of it, and all the chaos of my family life was distracting me from the deep inside work I needed to do. I was struck with anxiety. I was worried about the future. I was recovering from trauma—from years and years of a crazy childhood and trauma that I was living day-to-day in my own home. My health scares, my burnout—they were symptoms of a bigger problem.

At first, I leaned into what I already knew—you might have done this in your own life. When things start going a little haywire, when you start seeing chaos on the horizon, you double down on what you know. I did more business. I booked more events. I gained more clients. I created content. I launched a TV show on a major network in the middle of a pandemic. And I served over fifteen thousand people in my consulting company. Business is something I understand, so I kept trying to do business, and much like you, because we’re all like this a little bit inside, I managed to keep it all together. I was changing lives. I was serving well as a consultant, a mother, a wife, but all the while I was struggling to take care of myself.

I was so worried about serving—because it’s precious to me to be able to show up for people and not just the people in my family, my kids, but you too—that I served at the expense of myself. I love helping people find their purpose. And I love giving people the practical tools to make change happen. But I couldn’t keep doing that good work if I didn’t nurture myself first. I couldn’t continue to ignore that my health and well-being mattered—and, frankly, it’s hard to put yourself second when your facial paralysis stares at you as a stark reminder of your choices first thing every morning.



I’m writing this book because I’ve been through a lot. I know you’ve been through a lot too, and we’re all going to keep going through things because that’s life—hard things will arise and you will have to deal with them. I’ve done a lot of things wrong but I’ve also learned a lot. So, when I see people suffering through things, I want to speak up. The majority of us just don’t know that there are answers out there and we think we have to figure it out on our own. I spent most of my life figuring things out on my own; I did a lot of things the hard way, and I want to give you all the information I can, because the more information you have the more options you have.

If you’re anything like me, friend, when stuff like this happens, you can get really hung up on how you could have done everything better. I followed the steps. I did the plans. I bought the courses. I got the mentors. I went to therapy. I showed up in every way. I did every single thing I was supposed to and everything was wrong.

But, after therapy, after leaning into GodI (if that gave you pause, go on and read the footnote), after the endless support of my family and friends, and after a whole lot of time recovering, I realized that the truth is that in this season nothing is missing. Everything’s very wrong. Everything is also very right. But nothing is missing.

Nothing’s missing because I’ve created the tools to support myself. Nothing is missing because long before I reached this point, I started learning hard lessons. Nothing is missing because I invested in the friendships and the family and the people to support me through these transitions. Sometimes the hardest part, friend, and I’m sure you can relate to this, isn’t finding the tools—it’s remembering to use them.

We have to use the tools we’ve worked so hard to acquire. We have to use them because we are deserving. I’m deserving. You are deserving.



I’ve lived the past fourteen years of my adult entrepreneurial life feeling very alone in my pain. Feeling like I couldn’t quite share the completeness of what I was going through because it was mine and mine alone to carry. But as I’ve begun to live boldly and out loud, as I’ve begun to share my story, I’ve learned that if you walk in transparency, if you’re willing to lean on the people around you, grief and gratitude and healing and happiness can coexist. I hope that putting my experiences out here makes it easier to believe that you can survive it all.

Once you read this book, we will be on a path together. On this journey we’re going to encounter the stuff of life. There are so many things I’ve never shared because they were too hard or too raw. But, when I decided to write this book, I knew I had to be honest, to tell you the real story. Because the truth is I wasn’t born with wealth, confidence, or vision. I was born into poverty and pretty early on I realized that no one was coming to save me. When I learned that I was able to save myself, everything was different. And I want it to be different for you too.

I want you to know that you’re not taking this journey alone. I’ve been there. And all along the way I’ll be by your side. But I must tell you: You’ve got to be willing to get uncomfortable. And if you’re not willing to get just a little bit uncomfortable so you can live a more comfortable, better life, well, close this book right now. Seriously. That’s called having personal boundaries. At this point, if you’ve already bought the book, I’ll give you the freedom to step away. However, I’ll also remind you that you made an investment. You made a commitment. There was a moment, even if brief, that made you open this book and start reading. Trust that moment.

A lot of people spend a lot of time waiting—for that perfect mentor, life coach, tool, or resource to skyrocket them to wealth, happiness, and peace. All the while, they suffer as they stumble from one shiny object to the next until the day they realize that no one is coming to save them and that they already have everything they need. That’s when all hell breaks loose and they enter a new season.

Sometimes people want to hold on to things that no longer serve them. But you have to let go so that your hands are free to grab whatever it is you’re supposed to be chasing. I say this as the person who likes to take all her Target bags up the stairs at once. I want to hold a lot. If there was a queen of baggage, call me Samsonite. But I am learning that sometimes taking two or three trips is the better option. Why break your back in the process? Your new life is going to cost you your old one. When we leave our parents’ home or head off to college or get married or become parents, we always leave some of who we were behind and start over as a newer self. As we move through life, we also learn that it’s not always our choice to start over. And if there’s one lesson I want to share with you, it is that we better get really good at building from scratch, because at any point in time, life is going to ask us to do just that.

I hope my story serves you; I hope it reminds you of the tools you already have and that you don’t need to pretend to be perfect and strong and never eat carbs. All we need to do is be honest, and willing to show up for the hard work, and learn as we live. And hopefully, each time we start over, things will be better than they were before.

Sometimes you have these incredible seasons during which you are disproportionately happier, where the hard is easier to hold (because, let’s be honest, there’s always hard). But sometimes we come into a season during which it is disproportionately harder. Until recently, I didn’t realize how frequently we feel as if we can’t have happiness during those hard periods, as if we aren’t allowed to experience joy in the face of suffering, grieving, or struggling. But the truth is this: All you need is a mustard seed of joy and a willingness to enjoy it.

This book is all about living with joy. Chasing joy and truth. And friend, I’m grateful we get to do it together.


	
I. If you’ve read this far, you’ve already noticed that sometimes I’m going to mention God. So I want to tell you that I’m a bootleg Christian. I’m the off-brand-Walmart-version-of-Lucky-Charms kind of Christian. Can I tell my story effectively and not mention God? No, I can’t. That would be denying something that is, I believe, true, and the only reason I would be denying it is out of fear of pushing people away, because I don’t want people to think I’m trying to push religion on them. But I also don’t want it to be too “Sneaky Jesus.” This is simply the language I speak, just like some people speak Japanese or Swahili. But don’t worry—if that isn’t the language you speak, you’ll still understand these stories and what they’ve come to mean to me. If you speak woman-trying-to-do-it-all or motherhood or daughterhood or sprawling-unpredictable-messy-life, you’ll understand, because I speak them fluently.








PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE THE AMERICAN DREAM IS ABOUT OPTIONS


I was born Nana Abena Kobi Forson. Nana means “chief” or “queen.” Abena is the day of the week I was born on—Tuesday. Kobi was my paternal grandfather’s name. Forson is the family name my father chose when he left his village in Ghana.

When I was little, I looked up at my mom as we were crossing the street and asked her why she’d chosen my name. She told me that my father had picked it. Something in the way she said it made me ask, “What did you want to name me?” A glimmer of a smile rippled across her face. “I wanted to name you Nicole.”

My mom met my dad when she was eighteen, and in the shadow of his narcissism she never developed her belief in herself. She is smart, hardworking, and faithful, with glowing skin and a warm smile. She was meticulous about her appearance. As a kid, I knew my mom was gorgeous. Her hair was always done—braids, pressed out, or with some kind of curl. My favorite look was her Toni Braxton ’90s–style pixie cut. She tweezed her eyebrows, painted her nails red, and never left the house without eyeliner, mascara, red lipstick, and a handbag. Purses were her indulgence. She had one in every color and every fabric from patent leather to faux crocodile skin. In our tiny one-bedroom apartment there was a whole chair dedicated to the avalanche of handbags. And Mom always chose one that looked good with her outfit.

On weekend afternoons when the Ghanaian community of Washington, DC, would meet at the soccer field, she’d look cute in her mom jeans, her sweatshirt, her Keds, and a handbag. We’d pull up to the field in my father’s cab. It was black and tan with a red diamond on the front doors. I scrambled out of the car and stood in a sea of cabs—yellow, checkered, and other Diamond Cab Company cars.

Ghanaian highlife blasted out of a boom box, the rhythm powerful enough that all the life on the field held to its beat. My dad joined the guys to play soccer.

I scanned the bleachers to see if any of my cousins were there yet—everyone was related one way or another. (Which meant that any auntie could whoop any kid’s tail if she caught them misbehaving.) We, the kids, ran around making our own fun, turning the tree into base and running across the grassy fields half watched by the older kids who stood around talking to one another. When we got tired, we begged our mothers for a little money to buy a Ziploc bag of bofrot—a perfect sphere of sweet fried dough.

The wives sat and talked. They gossiped about who was having babies and who wasn’t, whether buying real estate in Northern Virginia made sense. They pooled money: Who needs help with school fees? Who needs help to take care of a tombstone, or to send a body back to Ghana? What can you give? They collected and passed out flyers for all the memorials and outdoorings—a baby shower after the baby comes. It is a ceremony and celebration welcoming the baby into the community. They’re often held at big halls, with a DJ and dancing and trays of delicious Ghanaian food. Everyone would talk about who was going back to Ghana. Could you check in on this family member? Can you take a letter to this person? Can you take a little extra money for my family? Can you take a small gift to my father? The soccer field was also where new arrivals were embraced. Housing was procured, jobs found, community offered. The women also held business strategy sessions. In Ghana, women run everything—the markets, the restaurants, the barbershops. Even villages are run by queen mothers, not chiefs.

Most immigrants are entrepreneurial by nature or necessity, and my mother’s friends were no exception. We always had a lot of friends and family who were trying their hand at business—opening a bread shop, developing a skincare line, selling fabric, or opening a restaurant. Many of the men were cabdrivers and their wives were starting some sort of business alongside working, or going to school, or caring for the kids.

At the field, there was always a woman selling kenkey, a starchy ball made with fermented corn flour and wrapped in a cornhusk. We would buy enough for the week and my mother would serve it with fresh steamed fish and red pepper sauce. Sometimes someone brought back cloth or other things from Ghana to sell. Aunt Efua, one of Mom’s closest friends, sold a Ghanaian bread out of the trunk of her car. She’d pull up to the field in an old hatchback stacked full of bread and at the end of the evening she’d drive off, her car empty. Mom would always buy a loaf or two, and Auntie would always slip us an extra. The loaves came in clear plastic bags with green twist ties. The bread was sweet and soft and I’d sink my teeth into it as I watched the grown-ups play soccer and sit and catch up.

I grew up in this environment where everybody had a side hustle. My mom, though, always had a “good” job—meaning she worked nine-to-five and got a salary and benefits. She had taken typing classes, which gave her an edge. Instead of working for minimum wage at a fast-food restaurant, she worked as a secretary and receptionist at the front desk of a fancy condo. My mom had never finished school and felt like she wasn’t that smart. So, even though she was the one who made the regular money and benefits, she always deferred to my dad. But at the end of the day, as in most households, if there was a gap, she was the one who filled it.

My mom was more CEO than entrepreneur. She didn’t necessarily want to start a business, but she always wanted to run one. She would see all her friends building businesses from the ground up and she would help with packaging and design. She was always consulting, but what she really wanted was to invest and help them grow. Her friends would tell her, “Bring a little money, Maggie. You can put it in.” But she always ran it by my dad and he always said no.

The one place I saw her fly was Ghana. Not only did she know how to navigate that world but she also didn’t have my dad there telling her she couldn’t. My parents couldn’t afford for all three of us to go, so he would usually stay in DC and work. We’d always go back after their tax refund came in. They’d use some money to fix the cab, they’d send some money home, and they’d buy two airline tickets.

I remember watching my mom step off the plane in her homeland with an edge, an air of confidence I never saw when we were in DC. While we were there, Mom was always hustling. She listened and paid attention. When she heard about a new gold mine, she bought a couple of bars; when she heard that some land overlooking the beach was being released for purchase, she scraped together the cash to buy it.

I remember seeing my mom’s entrepreneurial spirit in a whole new way one day at Takoradi Market Circle. This was the market we’d visit each day to get fresh groceries. The yellow and red building that formed its outer ring was adorned with stalls and surrounded by hawkers—some of whom were connected to a stall, some of whom were freelancers, people with something to sell. There were people with baskets on their heads, kids selling batteries or candies, old women with bread piled sky-high. Inside the ring was a riot of abundance. Rows upon rows of stalls you could get lost in. There were sellers with planks of wood atop bright stools—beheaded fish stacked into pyramids, mountains of yams, carts of fresh coconuts—and vendors set up with every manner of household items, from plastic buckets to tablecloths.

My mom and I wound through the maze until she stopped at an old shipping container. Outside it a woman was selling a cup of rice to an elderly woman. She scooped a cup out of a big sack that sat beside a rainbow of fruits and vegetables at the front of the stall. Behind her were toiletries and paper goods, lotions, soaps—it was the Walmart of Takoradi Market. The place was just big enough for the shopkeeper to stand inside and bring people whatever they wanted.

When she saw my mother, the shopkeeper dug into her waistband, where she kept her money tied in a folded-up piece of cloth. She handed my mother a stack of bills. I’d been taught to stay out of grown folks’ business, but my curiosity won out. As we walked away, my mom slipped the money into her pocket without saying anything. “Who’s that lady?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s my stall. She rents it from me.”

I looked at my mom in amazement. She was an operator! She must have seen the pride bubbling up in me because she leaned close and said, “Don’t tell your father.”

I looked at the booth again and this time I noticed that it had something none of the other stalls had—a few items from America. Staring at the shelves, I remembered all our trips to Ross and Marshalls, where my mom would pick up perfume or special lotions. Here, she was selling them at a premium.

When I took a job in the corporate world and had to understand markets and margins, I realized that all those years earlier I had been learning about business from my mom. She understood market differentiators, how to make a product stand out. She understood margins. She knew you had to check on your business, not just let it run. She understood things she was never taught. I learned these things watching her in an African market.



My parents struggled to get to America, but the minute they arrived they began talking about when they would go home. Unlike most immigrants, they didn’t build a long-term plan for America. They never wanted to buy a house; they wanted to go home to Ghana. But they also wanted me to succeed here. My father used to point to all the giant buildings in Washington that housed businesses and empires and he’d tell me, “Your name can either be on the outside of a building or you can clean one.” He saw the world in black and white and felt there was no room for the in between.

My dad was a combination of incredibly bright and wildly simple. He had an understanding of where he wanted to get to, but would mostly tread water with occasional moments of growth. He had a vision of success, but did not use all his tools to achieve it. He was a team of one, working by himself for himself, believing that he was the only person who could do anything. Then there was my mom, telling me not to tell my father about her business dealings. Can you imagine being in a household where everyone is working as an island? No wonder we never got anything done. So, when it came time for me to build a life for myself, I didn’t know exactly what it could look like. I didn’t even grow up thinking I would have a house. I had to learn how to envision a life of stability and enough for myself.

I was traumatized by my father. I was also loved by him. My dad worked hard. He got himself to the United States and has worked every job known to humankind—he was a postal worker, he drove an ice cream truck, he worked at a drugstore, and, finally, he spent twelve to fifteen hours a day driving a cab around Washington. He liked it for a lot of the same reasons people are drawn to entrepreneurship—no one controls your income. You can work as many hours as you need to. You can choose where you’re going to go and what fares you’re going to pick up. He treated his cab like it was his office.

A lot of the other drivers wore jeans and a T-shirt; unless you were driving a luxury car, there was no need for a suit jacket. But my dad always wore khakis and a button-down shirt, a leather belt and loafers, and a gold necklace and watch. He wore an obscene amount of cologne that blended with the medley of smells in the cab, the cheap Calvin Klein knockoff mingling with the scent of rice and whatever stew my mom had made the night before and whatever stink the city offered—the stench of the Potomac or the fishy smell wafting off the wharf. In the front seat beside his lunch was his manifest, where he wrote down each of his fares in beautiful cursive, and several copies of the Washington Post, which he bought every morning and passed me the comics to read on the way to school.

I grew up in a household where everything was a little bit right. For instance, my father always had a slightly off interpretation of idioms and colloquialisms. Instead of saying never look a gift horse in the mouth, he said, “Never look a gift house in the mouth.” When I asked him to explain the saying he expounded, “Because if someone wants to give you a house, you have to take it. You don’t sit there and ask them ‘Why do you have the house?’ You just take the house.” His logic works, but it is not correct.

My dad was an avid NPR listener. One day we heard a segment with a finance guru who said, “If you treat your money well, your money will treat you well.”

That evening at home I found my dad standing over the ironing board, which sat open in the foyer where it doubled as a table for keys and mail and a place for us to line up our shoes when we came through the door. There was a pile of crumpled money to his left. Dad took a bill, laid it flat, vigorously shook the green can of Niagara brand starch, then sprayed and ironed that dollar bill until it looked like new money, except for the rivulets of dirt that had been caked into the creases. The iron huffed and steam rose around his mustache and clean-shaven cheeks. He carefully placed it in a tidy pile on his right. As he worked, little puffs of steam chugged out of the iron. When he noticed me staring, he said, “Nana, if you treat your money well, your money will treat you well.”

I was young but I was pretty sure this wasn’t what the person on the radio had meant. Even then I sensed that money was a tool.



My parents were terrible with money. Their pattern was to get a lump sum of money, take care of a bunch of overdue bills, buy groceries, hold on to $200, and then just drip that out for as long as possible. They just didn’t know better. They didn’t understand resources. I looked at the madness and chaos of our life and thought, This can’t be it. It didn’t make sense.

Meanwhile, I had an imaginary butler named Jenkins who would bring me drinks and things. Some kids play house or cops and robbers, but I played rich.

I sat perched on the blue couch that doubled as my bedroom. It was a big, unsightly double seater with blue tufted upholstery that was also a pullout bed. My parents had claimed it after another tenant left it behind. Our apartment was a mess of old things—everywhere there were stacks of bank boxes filled with papers, or piles of things to be sent back home. There were old figure skates (a necessity in Ghana?), old clothes, and soccer cleats that had been on sale. Our Goodwill was Ghana. And besides the chaos of saved things, our home was dirtier than you could see at first. If I touched a windowsill or baseboard my finger came away dark with dust. When you sat still after nightfall, the cockroaches would come out.

But when I played rich, all that disappeared. I’d cross my legs and pretend to sip tea and then I’d hustle over to my pretend elevator, which I rode in to get to my important meetings. Jenkins would call me cars and fix mistakes when he’d messed something up. And I, I was rich.

As a kid I was always trying to figure out the American system, figure out the American dream. You know the dream I mean—having the house, the car, the kids, the white picket fence, and, especially for immigrants, having more than your parents.

It wasn’t until I was almost thirty that I realized that the American dream wasn’t just the house, the car, the kids, the white picket fence. The American dream is about options. While we all have choices, it is the number of choices we get that matters. When you look at something like slavery, the only choices people had were to work or die.



So, I grew up seeing someone navigating two societies—one where you play by the rules and there’s a premade structure for getting ahead, and one where there is no structure, no rules, and the only way to get ahead is if you drive and design a game plan for yourself. Nana. Nicole. African. American. You can be in this world but not of this world, and Africans in America are like that too. Think of the array of Thanksgiving dinners across the country—mine has jollof rice, maybe yours has pierogies or pasta, but we all have turkey. We’re in America but we’re not of America. On the other hand, it doesn’t get more American than being a first-generation child born to immigrant parents in Washington, DC.

As children, many of us are taught to reduce success to money or merit—that if we work hard good things will come. But that’s just not true. Some of us have enormous obstacles to summit, some of us are born with privilege, and most of us are raised with a very narrow definition of success. Perhaps you were taught to define your success through marriage and family, through fiscal wealth, through your career. Or maybe you were the lucky one who was taught that you can define your own success and happiness, and that it is enough to be constantly growing your options. I was always told I needed to get a good education, to always excel, to never make mistakes, and I was told that if I did those things, I could be a doctor or a lawyer and have more wealth than the generations that came before me. This was the definition of success handed to me by my immigrant father.

My mom taught me that you could make your own rules. But I also noticed that she only ever did it when my dad wasn’t there. She was always limited in her moves based on her self-imposed boundaries. She never wanted to tell anyone about her ideas because she was always worried someone would make fun of her, or that it might go wrong and she’d be embarrassed. That mindset really diminished her impact. She was the first person in whom I could see the consequences of not believing in yourself.

My mother’s highest purpose in life was serving others, even if it meant she would often end up being a doormat. My mother didn’t have boundaries, and she spent so much time in service to others that she never pursued anything for herself. That’s what she was taught to do. She was taught to do it because that is what women do—they are selfless. A great woman is taught to set herself on fire to keep others warm. At the end of the workday, she would talk about all the things she deserved, and yet she spent most of her time not pursuing any of them. One of her dreams was to live in an apartment with a balcony, but we always lived on the first floor. The building had twenty-two floors, and most of the apartments had balconies, but even though apartments with balconies became available often enough, my parents never moved.

Joy itself was a privilege my parents felt we couldn’t afford. Both of my parents believed that anything that gives you joy had to be treated in a miserly way. The tragedy of poverty is that it creates a scarcity mindset that shows up everywhere. Neither my father nor my mother talked about happiness. The American dream I was raised with, and maybe you’ve felt this too, was about arriving at a destination, as if success were preprogrammed in the GPS and would be announced when you arrived there.

But I have learned that the true American dream has a different endgame. Money gives you freedom. Freedom gives you choices. And choices are what we are all truly chasing. Financial freedom radically expands your choices—if and whom you will marry, what you will do for work, where you will live. The more wealth you acquire, the more options you have.

When you have options, you have the luxury of designing your own life rather than making choices out of necessity. Rather than living in the run-down apartment because it’s the only one you can afford, when you have options you can choose between homes in neighborhoods with good schools or beautiful parks, or small things that make your everyday life better, more enjoyable, more satisfying. Once you realize that the American dream is about options, you can figure out how to give yourself more choices. What does that mean? What resources do you need? What tools do you need? What’s your path?

I have recently learned that if you’re not willing to lean into the little microcosm of happy that God has given you, you’re saying that you don’t think you deserve it. You’re saying that you don’t want to receive that tiny, tiny bit of joy that could make your hard season just a little bit easier. Believe it or not, that tiny bit of happy is the thing that will fuel you to get through that season of hard. Every day you have the option to choose happiness. That is one of your options every single day. And exercising that choice can change everything about a hard season. It’s just that we think seasons only change with something major—a big sack of money landing on the front porch, or a dreamy new partner stepping into your life. But the truth is it doesn’t have to look like that. It can look like a tiny mustard seed of joy.






CHAPTER TWO FIERCE CLARITY


Part of the reason that clarity is so important to me as an adult is that I spent a lot of my childhood confused. I grew up in a house where clarity was a foreign concept, and things would happen out of nowhere. My dad’s rage would flare up suddenly. But even when he wasn’t angry, he was unpredictable and so was our life. Would we have money? Would we have food? Would things change suddenly? My super-secretive dad always had some sort of plot and that was kind of what I thought it looked like to live life. It wasn’t effective, and his plots weren’t good examples of how to live in America or raise children. I have a few specific memories from my childhood that reinforce this.



Dad slammed the cab’s tan door and started walking fast. He was a quick mover and I was always scrambling to keep up. My short legs moved like an eggbeater trying to match his pace. My backpack bounced against my shoulders. He grabbed my wrist tightly. I wanted him to loosen his grip but was terrified he would let go. He pulled me toward the Hill, the little grassy stretch outside our apartment complex where the contents of someone’s life were strewn about. People were passing through all the things that would mean something to a person and plucking up choice bits—a cast-iron skillet, plates, dressers, a boom box, lamps; one lady had her arms wrapped around a framed mirror.

There was a pit of worry in my stomach. I looked at my dad and there was a focused look on his face as we raced inside to get my mom and JJ, another cabdriver who lived in the building.

As soon as my parents saw the cream laminate pedestal table, my father dropped my wrist. My mom scooped up two wooden chairs with woven cane backs, one under each arm.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “This is someone’s stuff.”

“Oh, they don’t want it anymore because they got evicted,” my father explained sternly.

I didn’t know what evicted meant, but I did know that this was all wrong. Who wouldn’t want all their stuff? Why weren’t we protecting it until they came back? It seemed like everyone was collectively, publicly stealing. Is this what happens if you don’t pay your bills? I already knew the fridge could be empty or rent could be late. My parents were always talking about not having money. I was terrified that one day I was going to come home and all our things would be outside being picked over by our neighbors.

The grown-ups started heading back into the building and I realized no one was holding my hand. Afraid I’d be left behind, I scurried ahead, hovering close to Dad’s leg as he and JJ shuffled the table inside.



I was sitting beside Dad in the cab as he picked up fares when he announced that he had to stop and beg our landlord for rent time. He always said “beg,” never “ask.”

“Hey, Forson. Rent’s due,” the landlord said.

Inside the tiny office, precarious stacks of papers towering above me, I did my best to look small and demure while my father begged for more time. Dad spun some story about my being sick. I’d been absolutely fine, but I knew better than to say anything. I just stared at the floor and adopted the submissive, sad look I’d learned from Dad. Then, as soon as Mr. Bernstein told Dad to bring rent in by the fifteenth, we thanked him profusely and sweetly.

Around the eighth of the month we’d roll in with a wad of cash, because my dad didn’t have a checking account, and settle up.

Bowing at the feet of white people for favors was something I grew up with. It was exhausting. All opportunity came bestowed by a white person, and being at the mercy of someone else’s whimsy meant we lacked certainty. We were never evicted but the uncertainty remained. It remains to this day.



One time Dad and I came home late in the afternoon. It must have been winter because the sun was already low in the sky. Dad flipped the light switch just inside the front door and nothing happened. Without saying anything, he threw his keys on the ironing board and stepped inside. I trailed behind him, flipping the switch myself—there was the satisfying click but no light. I doubled back. The lights in the hallway were on. We were having our own blackout.

The apartment was really quiet. I turned the little black knobs on the lamps, the light switches in the closet and the bathroom. I even tried the fridge, determined to figure out what was wrong with the electricity. Dad was standing in the kitchen by the stack of flyers we’d gotten at the last soccer game and speaking into the phone’s receiver. “I’ll be there. Tomorrow. I have my kid at home.”

“None of them are working,” I whispered to myself.

“Shhhh.” He waved his hand to quiet me.

I waited in the living room. Everything in there was seventies cool, from when my father was single. There was a two-seater bar made of wood and a gold velvet couch covered in plastic. There was the blue couch where I slept. When we first got it, I pulled out the bed and made it every night, then refolded it every morning. But heaving the metal frame out was hard, and I’d always wake up with the bars digging into my back. My dad laid some planks of wood over the bars, but they were hard. Eventually, I gave up and started making my bed on the couch, since those cushions were thicker than the mattress. I started to do less and less for myself until I just curled up each night with a pillow and white quilted blanket with brown teddy bears, each wearing a different-colored bow tie. At night, I’d pull it tight around me praying I wouldn’t feel the cockroaches skittering over me.

As the sun went down, I waited on the blue couch for my father to finish negotiating and heat up some food.

We didn’t get evicted and the lights came back on. But the next month we had to visit Mr. Bernstein again.



Would you be surprised if I told you that I have always been a talker? I was always riding around with my dad in his cab talking to the passengers. When I was three, one of his passengers commented on how loquacious and inquisitive I was and asked my dad where I was going to go to school. To hear my dad retell it, it was an event. “No, no, no, you can’t send her to a regular school. People in DC, you don’t do that if you have a kid like this one. You don’t send her to regular public school. Nobody does this. There are better schools that you need to send her to.” No matter how the exchange went down, the result was that my dad was introduced to an admissions person at a fancy private school and everything, including my tuition, was figured out.

I inhaled my education. At school I felt good. At school I felt happy and safe. At school all my needs were met and there was always someone there who was nice to me. I knew I was doing well—even when I struggled, I never felt like struggling was a bad thing; it was just an indication that I needed to learn something and keep working at it. School was a magical place filled with information, kindness, and teachers who were always encouraging me to do more. It was also filled with clarity. In school, unlike at home, it was always very clear what to do to get what result. When we learned about child labor, I started a letter-writing campaign and wrote to politicians all over the world. But when I asked for postage for a letter to Cambodia, my dad complained, “Stop using all my stamps.” That’s how it went with him.

One time Dad and I walked down the hallway to my classroom for a parent-teacher conference. Everything was quiet except for the shuffling feet of a few other families coming and going from their conferences. It felt special to be in school after hours, the building empty of people but still full of life.

I was chatting away and beaming. “Oh, this is where I have music and we’re doing recorder right now,” I said and flung my arm proudly toward the music room.

I took language arts in a cozy subterranean room filled with books and posters. My dad sat beside me in front of the teacher’s desk, his body scrunched into a kid-sized desk. In front of him was a name tag shaped like a pencil and a piece of extra-wide-ruled paper with the dotted lines running across the page to help corral our letters into proper formation. As my teacher spoke, my dad took notes—his impeccable cursive at odds with the wide lines.

My teacher gave us a warm smile, showed my dad samples of my work, and complimented my curiosity, my independence, the way I excelled at reading and discussion, and the fact that whenever I didn’t understand something I asked for support.

“She’s a delight. She’s such a great kid.”

I felt warm in the glow of her attention.

“But what can she work on?” Dad asked, and when my teacher didn’t say anything he pushed. “You can tell me the truth.”

He held his pen poised over the paper, ready to chronicle my failures. My face went hot, and I avoided my teacher’s eyes.

“Well, Nana is very social, and we definitely want to make sure we’re balancing that out in the classroom.” My dad took notes so that he could be pointed in his critique later. “But she always gets all her work done.” She doubled back to say how well I was doing, though my dad wasn’t listening. He started getting loud. “We’re always telling her she talks too much.”

There was a knock at the door, and I noticed the look of relief on my teacher’s face when another family came in.

Before we’d even reached the double doors that led outside, the words shot out of him: “Don’t be an embarrassment.” My stomach twisted. “Nana, you have to do what you’re supposed to do. If you’re too difficult, they will kick you out. They don’t have to have you.”

The cold air hit my face and I pulled my coat tight.

My father took quick strides down the hill to where he’d parked the taxi. I scurried to keep up, but even a few feet behind him I could feel the rage rippling off him. “I pay too much money for this,” he said, even though I was there on a major scholarship and he paid only $1,000 a year of a $30,000 tuition.

Confused, I slid into the car quietly, making myself as small as possible in the passenger seat. Dread pooled in my stomach as I thought about the long drive home. Dad could go off for hours, only stopping out of sheer exhaustion. Sometimes we had family meetings, which were time for him to sit and rail while Mom and I just waited for the onslaught to end.

In the car he gave me the silent treatment. The crackle of the radio made my stomach flip. Would he take a fare? Would I have to sit in the car beside his seething? Maybe if he got a fare to Dulles he’d be in a better mood.

He didn’t pick up the radio. He didn’t pick up a fare. He drove in stony silence until we were home. I was scared. I could feel the heat pulsing off him, but it was his quiet that frightened me most.

Without a word, we walked into the building. The elevator shook and clanked as it carried us up. Every day I feared it would plummet to the ground and I would die. That afternoon, I wished it.

I trailed behind him down the hall. Mom took one look at my tear-stained face and said, “Go clean yourself up.”

In the bathroom, I saw my ashy face in the mirror. From there I could hear Dad going on and on about how I was messing up at school and bringing shame upon them. I hovered outside the kitchen, hungry but waiting for his tirade to end. Then he blew past me and disappeared into the bedroom. The door always stuck and he had to push it hard twice, slamming it to get privacy.

Mom handed me a bowl of white rice with red stew. “Oh, stop it. It’s just your father. You and him are just the same. You both talk too much. You know what you’re supposed to do? Just do it so you don’t have to hear his mouth.”

I sat at the kitchen table, the bowl of rice warm in my hands. I watched a cockroach scurry along the wall.

The problem was I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I didn’t know what I had done wrong. I didn’t understand at all.



My father struggled with my exuberance and was always trying to tamp down my excess. His lessons were confusing. Speak up. All the kids know the answer. Why don’t you know the answer? But then, You talk too much, put your hand down. That’s enough. At school meetings I’d always raise my hand with a question and my dad would literally grab my hand and pull it down. But I always wanted all the information and knew we didn’t have it. To my father, saying that you don’t understand was not an acceptable answer; it was a disgrace. He never let me forget how much I had to prove.

“You’re Black. You’re poor. You’re a woman. You already have three strikes against you.” He wasn’t saying that these were diminishing things, he was telling me that these were real factors in how the world would see me and that my success depended on my perfection. He was telling me I should be grateful that I’m in this space and ashamed for being less than perfect. He wanted me to understand there were consequences for getting it wrong that applied to me in a different way.

One afternoon I needed to wash my gym uniform. The uniform was Irish-green shorts and a gray shirt with our school’s name printed on it. In my best writing I wrote my name, Nana Forson, in the white banner that ran along the bottom of the shirt. We had gym a few times a week and would be penalized if we didn’t have our uniforms. The other kids had three or four, but I had only one, and if it was dirty and it wasn’t the day we went to the Laundromat, I’d either have to wear it dirty or ask my mom to clean it.

My mom wasn’t home and my uniform was crusty with mud and had to be washed before class the next day. I decided to take matters into my own hands. I took two buckets to the tub, just like my mother did. I remembered that she put bleach on the clothes to get them very clean.

I filled the first bucket with hot water, detergent, and bleach. It was a pallid yellow and made my nose burn and my eyes water. I turned my head and dropped the uniform in. “It should soak,” I said to myself and went to watch TV. When I came back I scrubbed the fabric the way I’d seen my mother do. Then I rinsed it out in the second bucket. When I pulled out the shorts I noticed a bright yellow-and-white spot stretched across the fabric. I knew it wasn’t right and hoped it would go away when they dried. I carefully slipped them onto an old wire hanger from the dry cleaners where my dad took his clothes. The metal sagged beneath their weight when I hung them on the shower curtain rod and watched, confused, as the green dripped into our dingy white tub. I was doing my homework on the couch when my dad came home.

“Nana!” His anger rang through the bathroom walls straight into my heart.

“Yes, Daddy.” I racked my brain as I hurried toward him. What had I messed up? He rounded the corner, whipping a wet piece of cloth across my body.

Confusion swooped over me.

He whaled on me and yelled “Look what you’ve done!” over and over as the wet cloth snapped against my skin again and again. Bleach spewed across the walls, its acrid scent burning the air. Then there was the bite of metal.

The shorts fell to the ground and he hit me with the hook of the hanger. Welts were rising on my skin. I screamed, begging him to stop.

My skin burned. I huddled in the hall, my arms wrapped around my head.

There was knocking on the unlocked door and a man’s voice called out as he let himself in. “It’s too much.” It was our Gambian neighbor, a chef at a nearby restaurant. “It’s too much,” he said again, like he didn’t disapprove of the beating but that there were limits that had to be obeyed.

Dad waved the shorts in the air like evidence. “Look what she did!”

The color dripped from my shorts as he held them in his hand—the Irish green had gone a vivid yellow with white spots like acid-washed jeans.

Our neighbor quieted my father and led me down the hall to his apartment, where he fixed me a bowl of rice and stew. Then he went to calm my dad down.

His kitchen was quiet. The stew was warm and rich, and a little chunkier than my mom’s, the onions sliced rather than diced. I was hungry, but I couldn’t eat. I was struggling to breathe, my throat clotted with emotion, and the simple act of swallowing felt too hard to do. My head was buzzing and my body was burning. The bleach had set fire to the flock of cuts across my forearms.

Later that evening, my mom collected me from our neighbor’s apartment. My heart was beating in my throat, my mouth dry.

As I cleaned out the buckets in the bathroom, the acrid smell turned my stomach, and I noticed the blood on my arms for the first time. My father had never beaten me this badly. No matter what I had done, I knew that he was wrong. The fact that he had made me bleed was wrong. When he broke my skin, he had broken some unspoken rule.

I didn’t understand what had happened until I found my mother in the kitchen and she explained that bleach was only for white clothing. Finally, I understood that I’d ruined my gym uniform and my parents would be forced to spend $14 on a second uniform for me. But, in the storm of my father’s rage, in the torrent of my fear, all there had been was confusion.



When I was seven and my little sister was born, I parented her with a shield and a wall.

Maame’s outdooring happened at our apartment. My parents couldn’t afford a hall, a DJ, or catering. But my mother was dressed to the nines and our community showed up. Twenty or thirty aunties and uncles piled into our apartment. I’d never seen the house so busy. At an outdooring, the oldest person in the community holds the newest life and blesses the baby. Uncle Tony was the eldest in our community; he blessed my sister, and he’d blessed me when I was born. I was so proud to hold Maame, that day and always. Being a big sister was a blessing.

As soon as Maame was born, my priority was to make sure she didn’t experience what I was experiencing. I wanted her to have clarity. To have unconditional love. To have boundless joy. To be celebrated. To be supported. And to believe in her own feelings. I tried to make sure the rage never met her. I was her protector and the person who tried to solve her problems. I taught her games and how to tie her shoes, I helped her with her schoolwork, and I remembered her birthday. By the time I was eleven, I was a primary caregiver, and in the summer she was my charge.

Maame looked like a little version of me, and for the first three years of her life I didn’t even call her by her name. I called her “Sister,” because I was so damn proud to be a sister. She’d follow me around the apartment, and we were in constant conversation. She would ask questions; I would explain things—what things were and how they worked. I explained how to be safe—what to do and what not to do. I even explained how the day was going to go so she always had clear expectations and no surprises.

Around the holidays my mom would often be mad and exhausted. Two days before Thanksgiving one year, she announced, “I’m not cooking. I’m tired, and no one does anything for me. Why should I put in all this effort?”

I just accepted that she felt that way, but I wasn’t going to let it stop Maame and me from celebrating. This was a problem I could solve.

“I want to have Thanksgiving,” Maame said, a smile spreading across her face.

I gathered up what money I could, no more than fifteen dollars, bundled Maame into warm clothes, and together we walked the twenty-five minutes to Safeway. I wasn’t big enough to lift her into the shopping cart, so we pushed it together. It felt heavy as I steered it down the aisles. I kept Maame close as I checked all the prices, calculating what we could afford.

Maame pointed excitedly at fruit snacks with Arthur, a popular kids’ cartoon character, on them and I had to explain that we had only so much money. “Maame, I can’t really buy everything you might want, but I am going to pick up stuff to try to do Thanksgiving.” We got a pouch of powdered Idaho potatoes, some canned corn, a can of cranberry sauce, a bottle of Schweppes Raspberry Ginger Ale—because it was pink—so we had something special, and some chicken that was on sale, though it was still the most expensive thing. Maame saw a box of cereal with rainbows on it and asked if we could get it. I explained again that we didn’t have enough money, but I promised her a donut at the end of the trip. They were decadent glazed orbs, dripping with icing and sprinkles, and they cost only fifty cents. We shared one on the way home.

We hauled our stash home and I began to cook. Our kitchen was marked with symbols of our family’s dysfunction. We had a broken pot lid that had been damaged one night when my parents were fighting. We’d had the same dull, never-sharpened knife at least since I was born twelve years before, and my mom would just press harder and harder to chop things with it, so even tomatoes presented fierce resistance. Everything was done the hard way.

Once I got started, my mom walked into the kitchen, peering into the pot with the broken lid where I’d started boiling water to make the potatoes. “You’re doing that wrong.”

“That isn’t seasoned properly,” she said as she peered over my shoulder, checking the spices I sprinkled on the chicken, until finally she couldn’t contain herself and huffed, “Let me just do it.” She then began buzzing around the kitchen, adding all these other dishes to the meal, and before I knew it she was cooking a Thanksgiving dinner of her own devising.

There wasn’t a big family sit-down, but my sister and I feasted, toasting with Schweppes. That night after she’d put on her PJs and climbed into bed, we lay side by side giggling in the dark. I imitated our parents telling us to do our homework and she exploded in laughter until my dad walked in and told us to be quiet.

My sister is my one person. So, when fall came around again and Dad told me I was going to boarding school, my only thoughts were: I can’t not be around my sister (double negative on purpose). She can’t be here by herself. We go together. Then Dad told me Maame was going too. She was too little, but I pretended to be happy about it, because she was five and a half and I didn’t want her to be scared.

The school was meant for gifted inner-city youth, for kids who didn’t have the resources but would benefit from having the tools. Maame and I lived in the same house with our dorm parents, a married couple who lived in and supervised the home, raising a small group of students as if they were their own. The electricity was always on, there was always food on the table, no one ever worried about money. And I realized that all the problems I’d grown up with had solutions.

Living with my parents was a study in instability. The consistency and stability of life at school threw into relief the chaos I’d grown up with. Little by little I came to understand that I had to build my own stability, and that I could. I promised myself I’d never live at home again.



In moments of confusion, sometimes people who are hard-hit begin to feel that the confusion is reality. But somehow, I never accepted confusion as my truth. Growing up in all those moments of confusion, somehow, I was still somewhat aware it wasn’t right. I always believed there had to be another way.

If at the end of every single situation in your life you can name what is wrong and notice what is right—the kids are healthy, you have work, you figured out a particular problem—then you can begin to make sense of your life. You can break it down in a practical way, so that you are whittling away the confusion of a situation until what’s left is rational, true, and fiercely clear.

If you’re anything like me, your life can feel chaotic and messy on the best of days, even when everything is going according to plan. But when you’re told that the plan has changed—your babysitter quit without warning, you’re unexpectedly pregnant, or can’t get pregnant, you’re offered a chance to move across the country for a job you’d never imagined, you get sick, or lose someone dear to you—then life can be utterly confusing.

If you find yourself going back and forth on a decision that leaves you feeling confused, sometimes the answer is to stay still and know that you don’t need to do anything until you feel clear about what it is you need to do. Just understand: Clear is not the same as easy. Clear is not the same as simple. Clear is not the same as cheap or without challenges. Clear simply means that the way to do something does not give you disruptive distress.

In moments like those, I return to a Bible verse that says God is not the author of confusion. Wherever confusion resides, God is not present. And while I may not know what tomorrow is going to bring, one thing I do know is that I want to be where God resides. I get it if you’re not Christian or super faithy, but you know when something is right and when something is wrong; you feel it in your gut. How many times have you made a bad decision and known it, or tried to force something that just didn’t make sense, like putting a square peg in a round hole? If God isn’t your cup of tea, I have a friend who’s an atheist who says, “It’s not going to be easy, but it shouldn’t be that hard.”
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