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Author's Note

Before you turn the first page of this book, I want to speak to you directly.

I want you to know that I wrote this for you. Not for a publisher. Not to fill a gap in the market. Not to add another title to a shelf that barely knows we exist. I wrote it for you — for the woman reading this on a train, hoping no one notices the tears. For the woman who bought it quietly, like it was something she should not need. For the woman who was given this book by a friend who knew, without saying a word, that it was time.

I am a public health professional. I have spent more than fifteen years working in communities — studying health, studying systems, sitting with families in their hardest moments, writing policy papers that tried to put numbers to pain. But I am also a Black woman. And like almost every Black woman I know, I spent the first thirty years of my life believing that strength was the one thing I owed the world.

I did not know then what I know now. I did not know that the armour I was wearing was slowly crushing me. I did not know that the thing I was calling strength had another name: survival. And I certainly did not know that one day I would sit on the bathroom floor of a house I had worked myself half to death to afford, unable to move, unable to cry, unable to explain to anyone why a woman who had everything together had somehow fallen completely apart.

This book is about that. It is about the falling apart. It is about what comes before it, what comes after, and what we have to do — as Black women, as communities, as a society — to stop asking an entire group of people to hold up the world with their bare hands and then wonder why their backs are broken.

I have drawn on research, on evidence, on the stories of women who were generous enough to share them with me. The women whose voices appear in these pages have had their names and identifying details changed to protect their privacy, but their truths are real. The patterns are real. The pain is real. And so is the path through.

This is not a book that will tell you to do yoga and drink more water. It is not a book about bubble baths or journalling, though neither of those things will hurt you. It is a book about something much more fundamental — the cultural inheritance we carry, the systems that have shaped us, the lies we have been told about our own worth, and the radical, quietly revolutionary act of deciding that your life belongs to you.

You are not too much. You are not too sensitive. You are not weak for needing rest.

You are a human being. And you deserve to be treated as one.

Let us begin.

— Racheal Tutu
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The Weight We Were Never Meant to Carry

There is a woman I want you to meet. Her name is Adaeze.

Adaeze is forty-three years old. She is an NHS nurse. She has two children — eleven and eight — both of whom she dresses, feeds, and helps with homework before she leaves for a twelve-hour shift at six in the morning. Her mother has been living with her for the past two years, since her father passed and it became clear that Mama could not manage the house alone. Adaeze pays the mortgage, the bills, and half of her brother's rent, because he is going through a difficult time and she cannot watch him struggle. She has not had a full night's sleep in four months. She cannot tell you the last time she sat down and ate a proper meal without standing over the kitchen counter.

At work, Adaeze is extraordinary. Her colleagues call her a rock. Her manager says she doesn't know what she'd do without her. Her patients remember her name years after they leave the ward. She never calls in sick. She never asks for help. She never says no.

Outside of work, Adaeze's church depends on her to organise the fundraising committee, counsel younger women in the congregation, and bring jollof rice to every event. Her friends call her for advice at midnight. Her children call her for everything, always. Her mother looks at her with the kind of eyes that say: you are the only one who can hold this family together.

Adaeze has not cried in two years. She does not know where the tears went. She is not sad, exactly. She is not depressed, she tells herself — because depressed people cannot function, and she is functioning. She is more than functioning. She is doing it all.

But at three o'clock on a Tuesday morning, lying on her back in the dark with her eyes wide open and her chest tight with something she cannot name, Adaeze does something she has not done in a very long time.

She asks herself a question.

Who is taking care of me?

The silence that follows is the loudest thing she has ever heard.—

I have met Adaeze in a hundred different forms. I have met her in community health clinics and church halls. I have met her in corporate boardrooms and school gates. I have met her in my family, in my friendships, in my own mirror on the days when I looked at myself and could not find a person — only a function.

The Adaeze I have described is not a character. She is a composite — a woman built from real stories, real data, real pain. She is the product of a set of cultural expectations so deeply embedded in how Black women are raised, seen, and treated that most of us do not even recognise the cage we are living in until the door swings shut.

Her name is the Strong Black Woman. And she is everywhere.

The Strong Black Woman — sometimes called the Superwoman, sometimes the Matriarch, sometimes just 'the one who holds it all together' — is one of the most pervasive and damaging cultural archetypes that exists for Black women globally. She is the woman who does not ask for help. She does not show weakness. She provides, she supports, she endures, she sacrifices. She is unshakeable. She is tireless. She is invincible.

She is also, underneath all of that, completely exhausted. And quietly, slowly, breaking.

The research on this is unambiguous. Study after study has found that Black women who strongly internalise the Strong Black Woman schema — the belief that they must always be strong, self-reliant, and emotionally suppressed — experience significantly higher rates of anxiety and depression, elevated cortisol levels, increased risk of cardiovascular disease, higher rates of obesity, poorer sleep, and a measurably shorter life expectancy. The armour that Black women have built to protect themselves from a world that has never been particularly kind to them is, paradoxically, killing them from the inside.

And the silence around this is deafening.

When we talk about the mental health crisis in Black communities — and we are, slowly, beginning to talk about it — the conversation often centres on men. On young Black men and their relationship to trauma, violence, and a system that criminalises their distress. That conversation matters enormously. But there is another conversation happening in whispers, in bathrooms, in the middle of the night, in therapy rooms that too few of us ever enter — and it is the conversation about Black women.

Because here is what I have learned, in fifteen years of public health work and a lifetime of being a Black woman: we are not fine. We have been telling everyone we are fine for so long that we have started to believe it ourselves. But we are not fine. We are tired. We are grieving. We are carrying weights that no single person should carry, and we are doing it with a smile, and a casserole, and a perfectly pressed church outfit, while something inside us quietly comes undone.

This book is my attempt to hold that truth up to the light.

It is divided into five parts. In the first, we will look at where the Strong Black Woman comes from — the history, the culture, the structures that created her and continue to demand her existence. In the second, we will look honestly at what this archetype costs — physically, mentally, spiritually — with reference to the evidence that most of us have never been shown, presented in language that actually makes sense. In the third, we will sit in the discomfort of recognition — because I think many of us know, on some level, what we have been doing, and the first step is admitting it. In the fourth, we will talk about healing — not the shallow, Instagram-friendly version, but the real, difficult, deeply personal work of coming back to yourself. And in the fifth, we will imagine together what it might mean to redefine strength — not as endurance, but as wholeness.

This is not a quick fix. There is no quick fix. But there is a beginning, and this book is mine.

More importantly, I hope it can be yours.

Let's go.
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