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Dedication
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———  ✸  ———

To my Mother, who always prayed for me, who embraced my gifts and nourished my goals with your own persistence to show me they could manifest in reality. You spoke words that encouraged me, you took actions that pushed me, and you taught me that anything and everything is possible.

To my Father, who loved me unconditionally, taught me that royalty is my birthright, and treated me like a Queen from birth. You are now and will forever always be my Guardian Angel.

To my Brother, who spoiled me, nurtured my talents, gave me valuable lessons on my growth, and bragged about me in rooms I was never present in. You have been my Protector, my teacher, and my guide on this journey from day one.

To my Children, who hold all the chambers of my heart. You all are at the core of my reasons why, and who I do this for. You all are different versions of me, and you each reveal pieces of me that I never knew existed.

To my Fiancé, who makes space for my growth, supports my vision, and learned how to love me in unconventional ways. Even when I sometimes feel small, you make me feel larger than life. Thank you for listening to me even when you're tired, thank you for hyping me up in my moments of doubt, and thank you for noticing my thoughts even when they're unsaid.

To my Aunts, Uncles, and Cousins, who strengthened me, believed in me, and loved me unconditionally.

To my Tanty Marilyn, you are always my calm during the storms and the believer in my decisions.

To my Cousin Marlon, you are the sweet spot in my soul.

To my Sister and my close Friends, who stuck by me and constantly told me I was destined for greatness.

You are all the different dimensions that give shape to the abstract art of my life.

Every color I have ever painted with, I borrowed from one of you first. Every line that holds, holds because one of you stood underneath it. A life is never really a solo work; it is a canvas other people keep reaching into, leaving a handprint, a brushstroke, a streak of color you didn't know you needed until it was already there. This book exists because of the parts of me you built, the parts you protected, and the parts you simply refused to let me doubt.

I love you all, and I am grateful, always.

––––––––
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———  ✸  ———

A Shout-Out

To all the people who said I couldn't, when deep down they knew I could. To the people I told the truth on in this book but didn't care to give a name, because you were irrelevant to my success but a catalyst to my growth and my patience. To any of my ex-managers, ex-supervisors, professors, and people who saw the greatness in me and disliked me for the successful and powerful force they knew I would become: this is not an F you. This is a thank you, to all of you, for sparking the match in me that helped me become an entire firestorm.

Just because you weren't named, you know who you are. And now the world knows you exist too.

Every story has layers, and deep layers will soon be revealed. The best is yet to come. Keep watching.

God ain't through with me yet.
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Foreword
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For most of my life, I worked hard, did everything I was told would lead somewhere, and watched the distance between effort and reward keep growing instead of closing. I'm not the only one. A lot of people my age and younger have quietly come to the same conclusion, usually alone, usually at night, usually without saying it out loud to anyone yet.

This book is what I wish had existed when that thought first showed up in my own head. Not a list of dreamy reasons to move abroad, and not a vague pep talk about following your heart. Something with actual weight to it: what a visa denial really costs you, what your money does when it crosses a border, what happens to your healthcare, your house, your relationships, your sense of who you are, when you decide the place you were born, or the place you were brought to and raised in, isn't the place you're going to stay.

I tell my own story in here, the parts that worked and the parts that fell apart and came back together in a way I never expected. But this isn't a memoir. It's a tool. Every chapter exists to answer a question I had to chase down myself, the hard way, so you won't have to.

If you've already decided to go, I hope this shortens the distance between deciding and actually leaving. If you haven't decided yet, if you're somewhere quiet and private with this thought, turning it over without telling anyone, I hope these pages give you enough to work with that you can finally decide in the light instead of wondering in the dark.

Either way, welcome. Let's get into it.

CHAPTER 1
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Breadcrumbs or Balance
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I started working at fourteen and a half. Not because anyone made me, and not because I needed the money, but because even as a kid I wanted my own money and my own independence, and some part of me already understood that adulthood was going to require both. By sixteen I was holding down two part-time jobs while still in high school, building the kind of work ethic that the system loves to reward with a gold watch at sixty-five and not much else. Nobody told me to start that early. I just knew, the way you sometimes know things before you can explain them, that I wanted a head start.

By my early twenties I was already a wife and a mother, and I had a number in my head: I was going to retire by forty-five, maybe fifty. I had goals and I was determined to live them, not just survive toward them. And underneath the American chapter of my life was always a second one, quieter but never gone. My family is from Trinidad, and I had always wanted to build a home back on the island. Not a vacation house. A real home, the kind that could hold me and my children and eventually their children, a place future generations could return to long after I was gone. Somewhere along the way I understood something simple and a little uncomfortable: staying in the U.S. until my last breath wasn't actually what I wanted, even though it was clearly available to me. What I wanted was a home I built myself, no property tax bill waiting every year to remind me I was only ever renting my own life from the state, surrounded by my own people, my own land, the sea I came from. That was peace to me. That was something worth passing down.

I grew up in a close-knit, middle-class family, the kind of household where I was genuinely spoiled, not in a bratty way, but in the way a child is spoiled when they're loved well and consistently. It was my brother, my mother, and my father, and it was a loving, nurturing home. I didn't grow up lacking for affection or attention, and I think that matters for understanding everything that came after, since the discipline and ambition I built later in life weren't a reaction to hardship at home. They came from somewhere else entirely.

I reached a lot of those early goals, and I reached them alone. I separated from my husband, and we eventually divorced. He has been my ex-husband for many years now. I raised our kids by myself. I finished college. I cleared my credit completely, down to no debt at all, not just cleaned it up enough to scrape by. And then I landed a contract position with a state government agency, working as an adjudicator for the Department of Labor's unemployment division, deciding initial claims entirely by phone. It became one of the most quietly radicalizing experiences of my life.

What the Unemployment Office Taught Me

People don't usually think about what happens behind the scenes when someone files for unemployment, and even fewer understand the difference between the person who takes the initial claim and the person who actually decides it. I wasn't the first. A claims representative handles the intake, takes down the basic information, and gets the claim filed. I came in after that, as the adjudicator, and my job was to investigate. I conducted fact-finding interviews, by phone, with both the claimant and the employer, gathered each side's account of what actually happened, researched and applied Maryland's specific employment laws alongside the state's unemployment rules and regulations, and used all of it to reach an actual decision: was this person eligible for benefits or not, and why. Every conversation was conducted over the phone, never face to face. If a person disagreed with my decision and wanted to appeal, that went to someone higher up who handled appeals separately. But the volume of cases alone was enough to show me a pattern I couldn't unsee once I'd seen it. Jobs don't care about you, and the system underneath them doesn't particularly care what's happening in your life, no matter how responsible you've been. I talked to people who had spent five, ten, twenty years climbing toward $80,000, $90,000, $100,000 salaries, in trades, in careers, in jobs they were genuinely good at, who ended up filing a claim because of a misunderstanding with a supervisor, a restructuring nobody saw coming, or a conflict that had nothing to do with their competence. And then there were the ones who'd simply needed too much time off: a family emergency, a pregnancy, a child's illness, their own health falling apart at the wrong moment.

One question came up in nearly every case I investigated, and it carried more weight than people realized. Are you able and available for work? It wasn't the only thing that mattered, but it came up constantly, for a reason. On an initial claim, that question, combined with the full story behind why someone had lost their job, helped me determine whether their claim would be approved and whether they'd start receiving benefits at all. And for people already approved and collecting, the same question came up again every week during what's called a telecert, a recurring phone certification, and answering it incorrectly in any given week could mean losing that week's payment entirely, even if the underlying claim was still valid. It sounds like a formality. It was not. I asked some version of that question more times than I can count, and I heard how much weight it carried in people's voices every time they answered it.


Jobs don't care about you, and the system underneath them doesn't care what's happening in your life.


About a year into that job, I found myself on the other side of it. My contract wasn't renewed, and the honest reason had nothing to do with my work. A supervisor decided she didn't like me and made it her project to treat me as less than, to make my days there as difficult as she could, even though everyone else in that office knew exactly how good I was at the job. More than one coworker told me, unprompted, that she was simply jealous. I didn't panic. I'd already been quietly building a small business on the side, working part time at a local radio station, and I'd just interviewed for a position with a federal agency I'd wanted to work for. I got that job. But the frustration of those last months at the state office did something important. It made the pattern undeniable. I didn't want to keep proving myself, job after job, working harder than everyone around me to climb a ladder that always had a ceiling, only to switch to another ladder and start the climb over, handing my income and my growth to someone else's discretion again and again. Doing that until I was sixty-five or seventy was never going to be an option. I already sensed there was a better way to build a life. I just hadn't found the shape of it yet.

What Social Security Confirmed

That federal opportunity was the start of a ten-year career across three different federal agencies, the first of which was the Social Security Administration, where I spent about a year. It gave me a different angle on the same problem, this time from the other end of a working life, and again, every conversation happened over the phone, never in person. I talked to elderly and disabled people from all over the country, and many of them told me things that have stayed with me since. People who couldn't afford groceries. People whose disability or retirement checks were being garnished for student loans they'd never been able to pay off on the income they'd actually earned, or for taxes that had piled up faster than their benefits could cover. People living on seven, eight, nine hundred dollars a month, watching the cost of rent, groceries, and prescriptions climb every year while their check barely moved.

The number most people hear quoted is the average Social Security retirement check, which as of early 2026 sits at a little over two thousand dollars a month. But an average gets pulled upward by the highest earners with long, uninterrupted careers, and it badly oversells what most people actually receive. The median, the number that actually represents a typical retiree rather than getting skewed by a smaller group of high earners, sits closer to seventeen hundred dollars. And the distribution underneath that median is worse than even the word “median” suggests: of the tens of millions of people collecting retirement benefits, well over seventeen million were receiving less than $2,000 a month, and nearly seven million were receiving less than $1,000. That tracks with exactly what I saw firsthand on the phones every single day. The official average wasn't what I heard. What I heard, over and over, week after week, was fifteen hundred dollars or less. For the people I was talking to, lower earners, people with gaps in their work history from caregiving or illness, people who claimed early because they had no other choice, the real number was often a fraction of the headline figure, and the conversations made it real in a way no statistic could. I remember thinking, very clearly, this is confirmation that I need to leave. I felt for every person I spoke with. But underneath the sympathy was something more selfish and more honest. I don't want to become one of them.

Just sit with the math for a second. I started working at fourteen and a half, paying into the system before I was old enough to vote. If I'd stayed on the conventional path, that would have meant a working life of fifty years or more, handing a piece of every paycheck to a system year after year, only to receive seven or eight hundred dollars a month back at the end of it, and watch a portion of even that get taxed again. People in Washington who are supposed to work on behalf of the country still sometimes describe Social Security as if it were a handout, an entitlement program, rather than what it actually is: money people earned and were promised, decade after decade, paycheck after paycheck. Whatever side of that debate you land on, the people I spoke with didn't experience it as a
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