Chapter Twelve
The Trap That Looks Like a Lifeline
 
 
I am going to tell you about the most dangerous money I ever touched.
It did not look dangerous. That is the first thing you have to understand, and it is the whole reason this chapter exists. The most dangerous money does not arrive looking like a threat. It arrives looking like a rescue. It arrives fast, and friendly, and right on time, in the exact week you most need it — and that timing is not luck and it is not kindness. It is the design. By the end of this chapter you are going to understand the design, because understanding it, before you ever need money, is the only real protection there is.
 
This is the chapter I most want a working person to read. Not because it is the most dramatic thing that happened to me — you have already read about a bankruptcy and a burial in this book, and this is neither. I want you to read this one because it is the most genuinely useful. The mistake in this chapter is a mistake I can actually keep you from making, if you will let me, and most of the other mistakes in this book I cannot. So slow down here. This is the one I would stop you in the street to tell you.
* * *
Let me set the scene honestly, because the honesty of the setup is the whole point.
By this stretch of the story, Amped Auto Rentals was real. The cars were on the road. Real customers were renting them, real revenue was coming in, the business was growing. But I want you to notice something about a growing business, because nobody tells you this part plainly when you are starting out: growth costs money before it makes money. A growing fleet needs vehicles financed, insured, maintained, delivered. The revenue is real, but in the first year of an asset-heavy business, the revenue arrives on a different schedule than the bills do. There is a gap. The business is genuinely working, and the cash flow has genuinely not caught up to it yet.
 
That gap is not a sign of failure. I want to say that clearly, because if you are in that gap right now you may be lying awake at night thinking it means you did something wrong. It does not. An asset-heavy business in its first year, growing, with a gap between when the money goes out and when it comes in — that is one of the most normal situations in all of small business. Almost every fleet, every shop, every working operation goes through some version of it.
 
But here is what is also true. When you are standing in that gap, you need operating capital to cross it. And the legitimate doors that are built to hand a business operating capital — a traditional bank line of credit, a Small Business Administration loan — are slow, and they are demanding, and they are very often closed to exactly the person who needs them most. They look at credit history. They look at time in business. They want collateral and seasoning and a stack of documents, and they take weeks or months to say yes or no. If you are a working person whose credit took damage in some earlier hard year — and if you have read this book this far, you know mine had — the legitimate door is not just slow. It is, in practice, shut.
And that is the exact moment — the gap, the closed legitimate door, the bill due Friday — that the other door opens. Quietly, eagerly, and right on time.
 
* * *
 
Let me explain what a merchant cash advance actually is, because the name is designed to keep you from understanding it, and understanding it is the whole defense.
A merchant cash advance is not a loan. The companies that sell them are very careful about that word, and the reason is not friendly. A loan has an interest rate, and interest rates are regulated — there are laws, in most places, about how high a rate a lender can legally charge. A merchant cash advance is sold, on paper, as something else entirely. It is sold as the purchase of your future sales. The company gives you a sum of money today, and in exchange it buys the right to collect a larger sum out of your business’s future revenue. Because it is structured on paper as a purchase and not a loan, it steps around the rules that cap what a lender can charge. That is not an accident. That is the design, and the design is the danger.
 
Here is how it works in plain numbers, because plain numbers are the only honest way to teach this. Say a business takes an advance of ten thousand dollars. It does not pay back ten thousand. It pays back the advance multiplied by something called a factor rate. A factor rate of one point four means the business owes fourteen thousand dollars. A factor rate of one point five means fifteen. You borrowed ten and you owe fifteen, and that is before you have counted a single fee. And that money does not come back monthly, the way a normal loan payment would wait for you once a month. It comes back in daily debits — a fixed amount pulled directly out of the business’s bank account every single business day until the entire larger sum is collected. Every day. Whether the business made money that day or not.
 
I want you to sit with that, because it is the part that does the damage. A normal loan payment waits for you once a month. A merchant cash advance reaches into your account every single morning. If your revenue is uneven — and the revenue of almost every small business is uneven — there will be slow days and slow weeks when the daily debit is pulling out more than the business is bringing in. The advance does not care. It debits anyway. And the gap between what is going out and what is coming in gets filled by the only thing left to fill it: your operating cash. Your cushion. The money that was supposed to cover insurance, maintenance, fuel, the vehicle payments. The advance quietly eats it, a little every morning, and it does not announce that it is doing it. And one day you look at the account, and the cushion is simply gone.

* * *
And then comes the part that turns a hard situation into a trap. I need you to follow this closely, because this is the exact mechanism, and the mechanism is the thing that closes around a business and does not let go.
When the cushion is gone and the next bill is due, the business owner needs cash again. The legitimate doors are still slow and still shut. But the merchant cash advance industry is fast, and it is still open, and it offers the solution that feels like relief: another advance. A second one, to cover the first. This is called stacking. And stacking is the trap closing.

Think about what stacking actually does. Before, there was one daily debit hitting the account every morning. Now there are two. The hole did not get filled — the hole got deeper, and now it has a faster shovel. And there is a particular cruelty buried in it that I need you to see, because it is the part the industry does not say out loud. Most merchant cash advance agreements contain a clause that forbids you from taking another advance while theirs is outstanding. So the moment you stack a second advance to survive, you have very likely broken the terms of the first one — which hands the first company a violation it can hold over you later, as leverage, in a settlement or in a court. You took the second advance to keep your business alive. The act of keeping your business alive became the thing they could use against you. That is not a side effect. That is how the product is built.

I have watched this happen to a business. I am not going to dress it up for you, and I am not going to hide behind the third person, because this book has not hidden from anything else and it is not going to start here. I lived it. There was a stretch where the advances were stacked on Amped Auto Rentals, and the daily debits were pulling the operating account toward zero faster than a growing rental business could refill it, and I sat down one day and I wrote a sentence to a man I was asking for help. I am going to give you that sentence exactly as I wrote it then, in the middle of it, because the sentence is the truth of where the cycle leads:
The merchant cash advances have completely wiped out my operating cash flow. I have nothing left.

That is the bottom of the well. One advance taken to cover another, until the business is working full time, every single day, just to feed the advances — and nothing else. The cars are still renting. The customers are still happy. The business, by every outside measure, is alive and even growing. And the operating account is empty every morning before the working day has even started.
* * *
Now I have to tell you about the second danger, the one that comes for you once you are already down — because once you are visibly struggling, you stop having to go looking for these offers. They come looking for you.

When a business gets into merchant cash advance trouble, that trouble does not stay private. Court filings are public. Certain industry databases that track this kind of debt are visible to anyone in the business of selling it. And so, once you are visibly in distress, your phone and your inbox begin to fill with offers. Fast funding. Approved in twenty-four hours. No credit check. They find you precisely because you are drowning, and I need you to understand both of the shapes that finding takes, because I encountered both, and recognizing them is a survival skill.

The first shape is the offer that approves you because you are already in default. It sounds, for one desperate second, like mercy — everyone else has said no, and here is someone saying yes. It is not mercy
Chapter Fourteen

Journey Began

This is the last chapter, and it is the one the whole book was always walking toward. I have saved it for the end because it could not be written any other way. You cannot write the ending of a story until you have lived all the way to it, and you cannot write about the person you loved most until enough time has passed that the writing can be done with love instead of only with grief. Enough time has passed now. So let me tell you how it ended, and how, in the ending, it began.

My grandmother, Dorothy Bell Hunt, was diagnosed with cancer. By the time the doctors had the full picture, it was stage four. There was a meeting, the kind of meeting families have and never forget being in, where the language stops being about treatment and starts being about time and comfort. We made the decision that she would not spend her last stretch in a hospital. She would be home. There would be hospice care, nurses coming around the clock to her house, to keep her comfortable and to help us keep her company. I am not going to spend this chapter on the medical part, because the medical part is not what this chapter is about. The medical part is just the clock. This chapter is about what we did with the time the clock was counting down.

* * *
What I did with the time was sit with her, and play her music.
You have read this whole book, so you know who this woman was to me. She was the one who carried her children out of Dawson, Georgia with a paper bag and a borrowed pair of shoes. She was the one who bought the one computer and taught herself to read better in her own kitchen. She was the one I would write about, the night she died, in a Facebook post at 2:34 in the morning that — although I did not know it yet — would give this book its name. She was, in every way that the word can mean, the foundation under my whole life. And in her last days, the thing I could do for her — the thing that was mine to give — was to sit by her bed and fill the room with the sound of the music she loved.

I played her gospel music. The songs of her faith, the songs she had carried her whole life, the songs that had been the floor under her in every hard season she had ever walked through. I wanted those songs in the room with her, because those songs had earned the right to be there. They had been with her longer than I had.

And I played her Shalamar. A Night to Remember. I want you to picture this, because the picture is the truth of who we were to each other. Here is a grandson, a grown man, a Miami Dolphins fan, sitting at the bedside of the woman who helped raise him alongside his mother, and he is not only playing the hymns. He is also playing the music of her life — the music that had been on when she was younger, the music that belonged to her own joy and not only to her faith. I played her the Lord’s music and I played her her own music, both, because a person is both. A person is their faith and their joy at the same time, and I wanted her carried home on all of it. That is the love section of this chapter, and I am not going to dress it up any further than that. I sat with my grandmother, and I played her home.

* * *

On July 4, 2022, I carved out time to go and visit her.
I want to tell you how I got dressed for that visit, because the clothes matter, and I did not fully understand how much they mattered until long afterward. I did not throw something on. I dressed for it on purpose. I put on a Miami Dolphins jersey. Shorts. Shoes that matched. A bucket hat. I dressed like myself — like the exact person my grandmother had known me to be my whole life. The Dolphins fan. The one whose team she had heard him talk about and fuss about for years. I did not put on something somber. I dressed as the grandson she knew, in the colors she knew me in, and I made the time in my day, on purpose, to go and be with her.

And I went, and I sat with her, and I visited. I did not know it that afternoon — you never know it, that is the mercy and the cruelty of it both — but that visit, on the Fourth of July, dressed in my Dolphins jersey and my bucket hat, was the last time I would see my grandmother alive. I have gone back to that afternoon in my mind more times than I could count, and every time, I am grateful for the same thing: that the last time I saw her, I had chosen her on purpose. I had carved out the time. I had dressed for it. I had gone, while she was living, to sit in a room with the woman who raised me. Whatever else I would get wrong in the hours ahead, I got that right, and I did not even know yet that it was the thing to get right.
* * *
After the visit, I went back home and changed out of the Dolphins outfit and into my work clothes. I had an afternoon shift to make. Before I left, I made sure my family had the phone numbers for the management at my job, so that if anything happened while I was on shift, they could reach me right away. And then I did the thing this whole book has been about. I went to work.

I know how that may sound to someone who has not lived a working life. My grandmother was in her last days, and after I visited her I got dressed and went and clocked in for a shift. It may sound hard. It may even sound cold. It is neither. It is the truth of what it means to be the kind of man this book has been describing for fourteen chapters — a working man, with a job, with people depending on him, in a family that did not have the luxury of a son who could simply stop. The bills do not pause for grief. The shift does not reschedule itself. And my grandmother, of all the people on this earth, understood that better than anyone, because she had lived her entire life by it. Going to work that day was not me failing to honor her. I had already honored her that afternoon, in person, in my Dolphins jersey. Going to work after was just me being exactly what she raised.
* * *
So I worked.
It was an afternoon shift — it began that Fourth of July and would not end until one o’clock in the morning on July 5. I spent it where I had spent so many shifts, out on the ramp at Miami International Airport, turning aircraft. The planes came in and the planes went out. The work was the work. And the whole time, somewhere underneath the noise of the engines and the routine of the job, I was waiting. Waiting for a call that I knew might come, and praying, in the way you pray without forming the words, that it would not.

The call did not come. The shift ran its full length, all the way to one in the morning, and my phone did not ring with the news I was braced for. I want you to sit in that stretch of not-knowing with me for a moment, because it is its own particular kind of weight — to do a long shift of physical work with your whole heart turned toward a house on the other side of the city, not knowing whether the person in it is still living or already gone. The planes still land. You still guide them in. And the not-knowing rides along on your back the entire time.
* * *
When the shift ended at one o’clock in the morning, I left work. I was tired and I had not eaten, so on the way I stopped at a Wawa and picked up something to eat. I am telling you that small detail — the Wawa, the food in the bag — because the small ordinary human details are what make a true story true, and because nothing about that drive felt like it was carrying me toward the worst news of my life. It felt like the end of an ordinary long shift. I got the food, and I drove to my mother’s house — the house my mother and I co-own together now, the family home — and I went inside, and I lay across the bed to eat.

And it was then, lying across that bed with my food, that the news came. My cousin Curtis was there with me. His father — my uncle Marvin — was at the apartment with my grandmother, and he was in the room when the hospice nurse came and told him she was about to take her last breath. Marvin called his son. Curtis answered the phone there beside me, and that is how the word reached me. The call that the long shift had spared me all night finally arrived, and it arrived close — because my grandmother’s apartment and our family home sat only a few blocks apart, in the same Miami Gardens neighborhood. Two or three minutes of road. No more.
 
Two or three minutes. I want you to feel how short that is. I got up off that bed and I got in the car and I drove, and the drive was almost nothing, almost no distance at all, the kind of drive you make without thinking. But this drive I made thinking about nothing else. A few blocks of road between me and my grandmother, and I drove every foot of it.
* * *
I arrived too late. She had already gone.
A couple of minutes too late. If the shift had ended a little sooner, if I had not stopped to eat, if the drive had been even shorter than it was — I might have been in the room. I was not. She passed before I reached her, and for a while, the nearness of it haunted me. So close. Almost. A few blocks, a couple of minutes.

But I have sat with that day for years now, and I need to tell you what I have come to understand about it, because it is the most important thing in this chapter and it took me a long time to be able to see it. I have come to believe that arriving after she had gone was not a cruelty. I have come to believe it was a grace. A mercy she arranged, the way she had arranged so many things in my life that I only understood later.

Think about who this woman was. She had spent her entire life protecting me from the hardest things, carrying the heaviest weight herself so the children behind her would not have to. She carried her children out of Georgia. She took the live-in job. She did the hard, unseen labor so that the next generation could stand on it. It is exactly like her — it is the truest thing she could possibly have done — to slip away in the last few minutes before her grandson walked through the door, so that the last picture I would carry of her would not be the picture of the moment itself. She protected me from that, the way she had protected me from everything. She had played the hard part of my life so that I would not have to. She did it one last time, in those final minutes, and I have stopped grieving them. I have started thanking her for them.
 
* * *
 
That same night — the night she died, the clock already turned past two in the morning and into July 5, 2022 — I could not sleep, and I did what people of my generation do with a heart too full to hold. I opened Facebook, and I began to write about her.
 
I was not writing a book. I want to be clear about that, because it is the quiet miracle of this whole story. At 2:34 in the morning, grieving, not a writer, not an author, not a man with any plan to ever write anything — I was just a grandson trying to say, into the little glowing rectangle in his hand, who his grandmother had been. I wrote about where she came from. I wrote about what she had carried. And somewhere in what I wrote, I put down the sentence about how her journey began — that it began with her carrying a brown paper bag and a borrowed pair of shoes.
 
I did not know, typing that line at 2:34 in the morning, that I had just written the title of a book. I did not know there would be a book. I thought I was writing a post. But that sentence — that one sentence, written in grief, in the dark, with no plan behind it — was the seed of everything you are now holding in your hands. The book did not start the day I sat down to write it. The book started that night, in that post, in that line, when a grieving grandson reached for the truest words he had to describe the woman he had lost, and the words turned out to be a title, and the title turned out to be a promise.

* * *

That post went up in the early hours of the morning she died. What I am about to tell you happened a couple of days after that — after the post, after the first hardest days. I am going to tell it to you exactly the way it happened to me, plainly, and I am not going to argue with you about what it was. I am going to tell you what I experienced and what I believe, and I am going to let you sit with it the way I have had to sit with it. That is all I have ever done in this book — told you the truth as I lived it — and I am not going to stop on the last pages.
It was a few days after her death. I was at my mother’s house, lying across my mother’s bed, in that heavy, hollowed-out stretch of time that comes right after you lose someone, when the days do not feel like days. And I heard a knock on the bedroom door.
I did not think anything of it. I thought it was my uncle. I figured he had cooked breakfast and come to tell me, the ordinary way a family member knocks on your door in the morning. So I got up, and I went to the door, and I opened it. And there was no one there.

I want you to follow what I did next, because I did not just shrug it off — I went looking for the ordinary explanation, the way a reasonable person does. I walked down the hall and I looked in my uncle’s room. He was not there. I went to the front of the house and I opened the front door and I looked outside, thinking maybe he had stepped out into the yard. He was not out there either. And my mother’s car was not in the yard at all. There was no one in that house who could have knocked on that door. I had looked everywhere a person could be, and there was no person.

And then something told me to do a small thing. Something told me to play the knock back — to hear it again in my mind, the actual sound of it, the rhythm of it. So I did. I stood there and I played that knock back in my head. And when I heard it again, I recognized it.

It was her knock. It was my grandmother’s knock — the exact way she had always knocked on my door my whole life, the particular rhythm she used, the knock she would do and then announce herself through the door: it’s grandma. I had heard that knock a thousand times growing up. I knew it the way you know a person’s voice. And standing in that hallway a few days after we buried her, I knew, with no doubt in me at all, that the knock I had heard was hers.

 
I believe she came to tell me she was alright. I believe that, after a life of carrying the hard news so the children behind her would not have to, she came back one more time — not with words, she did not need words, she just needed me to recognize the knock — to let her grandson know, in spirit, that she had made it, that she was at peace, that I did not have to worry about her anymore.
 
And I spoke back to her. I stood there in that hallway and I said it out loud, the way you talk to someone you love. I told her thank you — thank you for letting me know you are alright, thank you for coming to tell me. And then I told her, gently, please do not do that anymore. Not because I was not grateful. I was more grateful than I had words for. I told her not to do it again because I was a grieving man, and my heart was tender, and as much as I needed to know she was at peace, I also needed to be able to let her rest, and to rest myself. So I thanked her, and I asked her to let that be the last time, and I have always believed she heard both halves of it — the gratitude and the asking — because both halves were love.

So she gave me two gifts after she was gone. The first was the grace of those final minutes — going before I walked in, so I would not have to carry that picture. The second was the knock — coming back a couple of days later to tell me she was alright, so I would not have to carry the worry. Even in death, she was still doing what she had done my entire life. She was still protecting me. She was still going ahead of me and making the way a little easier to walk.

* * *

It took me three and a half years to keep that promise.
For three and a half years that sentence sat where I had left it, and life went on the way this book has shown you it went. There was the cost of burying her — the small insurance policy that did not pay what we had counted on it to pay, and the retirement savings I drew down without a second thought, because she was going to be laid to rest properly and that was the end of the discussion. And then the bankruptcy, the rebuilding, the first car, the brand, the hard financial lessons, all of it. And the whole time, underneath all of it, that line from the Facebook post was waiting. 

A mustard seed of a sentence, planted in the dark on the worst night of my life, waiting for the man who wrote it to be ready to grow it into the thing it was always going to become.

You are holding the thing it became. This book is the promise kept. Every chapter you have read is me, finally, doing what that 2:34 in the morning sentence asked me to do — telling the whole story, the way she told hers, so that her journey, and what she built, and what she made possible, would not be lost. She wrote her beginning down in pencil in a spiral notebook. I wrote the rest of it down here. Between her pencil and these pages, the record is made. The journey is told.

My grandmother used to have a saying, the kind of saying that sums up a whole life of faith in three short words. When something worked out that had no business working out, when a way was made where there had been no way, she would say it plain: won’t He do it.

I have thought about those three words through every chapter of this book. The paper bag and the borrowed shoes became a family that reaches five generations from people born to slave parents. The boy with the one computer became a man who built businesses with tools she could never have imagined. The dream that died on a state website was reborn as a holding company. The wilderness ended. The bankruptcy cleared the ground. The first car became a fleet. And the grieving grandson at 2:34 in the morning, who was not a writer and had no plan, became the author of the book you are holding right now.

 
Look at all of it. Look at the whole distance, from a borrowed pair of shoes in Dawson, Georgia to this finished book in your hands. She would not have explained that distance with a business strategy or a lesson about credit or a chapter on being found on the internet, though this book has offered you all of those things and I hope they serve you. She would have explained it with her three words, and so, to close the book she named, will I.
 
Won’t He do it.
 
