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Dedication

This book is for anyone who has ever felt like they’re not from this world; for people who find it difficult to live within the realms of their present embodiment and might be too sensitive for this place; for anyone who wants to see the beauty in the midst of pain and difficulty; and in the midst of hardness and the heavy, be light.

This book is for anyone who has ever hoped their softness might soften others.
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Gratitude

Thank you to those friends, lovers, ancestors, artists, creators, critics, futurists, activists, wordsmiths, disrupters, designers, and dreamers who contributed their work to this book—whether by sharing something directly with me for the purpose of writing this book or by mentioning something in passing; reading and editing my writing (and reminding me that even though it’s scary, it’s always best to share); philosophizing with me in cozy corners over wine; inspiring me vicariously through the way you live your life; or getting excited with me about an experience that grew us. Thank you for generously sharing yourself with me.





Origin

The most important thing each of us can know is our unique gift and how to use it in the world. Individuality is cherished and nurtured, because, in order for the whole to flourish, each of us has to be strong in who we are and carry our gifts with conviction, so they can be shared with others.

—ROBIN WALL KIMMERER, BRAIDING SWEETGRASS

WHEN I FIRST MET WITH MY PUBLISHING TEAM AT HARPERCOLLINS, I HAD NO idea why they had asked me to write a book. It’s not that I have low self-esteem or that I don’t believe my thoughts and words have value; I do. And it’s not that I felt I wasn’t “successful” or “well-respected” enough. At thirty-one (when I started writing this book), I had already managed to accomplish a handful of socially acclaimed things: I put myself through school and graduated from a top university, landed a coveted job in investment banking and later in private wealth management right out of business school, and pivoted careers entirely years later to create a successful sustainable catering and event design business. I have ownership in multiple real estate projects; (at the time) was in three fulfilling and supportive romantic, polyamorous relationships; am in a close-knit community of talented and thriving queer artists; have hot, kinky, and delicious sex frequently; and am a mother to a (sometimes unbearably) cute/perfect dog and around seventy-five houseplants (I am not exaggerating). And I’ve somehow managed to achieve all of these things in addition to a general sense of ease, joy, and well-being (which to me feels more important and by far much more interesting than all the other stuff). So by society’s standards, I’ve made it . . .

I guess??

Still I thought, “Why me? What can I offer that is unique?”

I then realized that being able to achieve all the things I’ve just listed—especially as a Black & Indigenous, autistic, queer, femme woman with little to no familial support, or even interaction (until very recently)—while figuring out how to create a recipe for myself and my well-being that allows my life to flow and unfold and change and grow, is unique. And the reason I didn’t at first think my story was valuable was because I hadn’t encountered any books that told it. Collins English Dictionary says that “resistance” means the capacity to withstand something. By this definition, my very existence in this body vessel, building in these ways within the current world we live in, is in itself an act of resistance, a unique act of rebellion! And my story—the story of so many of us in oppressed communities (who are actually the majority, though often invisibilized in our work, art, and struggle) who are thinking in unconventional ways, living in response or in opposition to “the norm,” withstanding the attacks and widespread disease of white toxicity and patriarchy that we all are negatively impacted by—is special. So to be able to thrive socially, emotionally, and financially despite all the external systems set up against me is inspirational, is a contribution, and is my story—which I now know is worth telling. I knew what it was like to search for my story in media and books, books that I hoped would provide connection and companionship, and not be able to find it. So I knew it was also my responsibility to share, if only so someone else might see themselves more clearly because of my self-reflection.

One of the greatest gifts in my story is being autistic; it allows me to experience life honestly. When I’m overstimulated, I need to cover my ears and remove myself to a quieter space. I often engage in body movements that release the stimulation energy that my body builds up throughout the course of the day. I move through the world with less of a social filter; I can see things as they are. As @BlairImani, one of my favorite autism spectrum disorder (ASD) Instagram advocates said, autism is “a type of neurodiversity that can be understood as different ways of thinking, processing, understanding, being, socializing, and communicating.” As I’ve grown to understand more about how ableist the world is and how my autism is just a different but entirely valid way of existing, I’ve started to see how my autism has actually served as a skill set, a “special sauce.” I am exceptionally good at most things that neurotypical people find difficult (like starting and running successful businesses, designing the aesthetics of a space because of my intuitive ability to read energy and notice inconsistencies, holding and sharing lots of sticky or difficult-to-communicate feelings, receiving feedback, picking up new skills very quickly) and have a lot of difficulty with things that most neurotypical people find easy (such as going to a doctor’s appointment, opening containers and packages, engaging in small talk, riding the subway, talking to a new person on the phone, or dropping off a box at the post office). My brain doesn’t seem to dwell long on what’s socially acceptable. If I have an idea for a new business—great, let’s start it. If I feel upset about something or with someone—word, let’s directly communicate it. I don’t seem to get caught up in the fear, initial overprocessing, and self-doubt that I watch hold many others back. Being free from these constructs has allowed me to achieve all that I have. And because I have always felt like an outsider, because I am often unable to function in the world in the way that it has been designed for others, I always consider an alternative way of being. Through that consideration, I have redesigned an alternative way of living that can work for me, largely outside of the realms of how society has dictated that I should live, so that I can enjoy my life.

Many people ask why I “don’t care what people think about me,” saying things like: “I love that you’re so free; it’s like you don’t care”—which sometimes, depending on the mood I’m in, I definitely take as a read (eye roll). But when I asked my partner Amber why she thinks I am on the receiving end of so many messages of this kind, she broke it down for me, explaining sweetly just how powerfully my gifts apparently impact others. And I’ve taken the responsibility of these gifts very seriously. In fact, for me, writing this book is a way of recognizing the responsibilities that come with my gifts and valuing them enough to think that they are worthy of sharing with others. I am creating pathways of recognition for other Black and brown, queer, disabled femmes to learn about themselves. Through my work, I strive to create spaces for all people to see themselves more clearly, to identify their power(s). I hope that my very existence, out loud and unapologetic, empowers others with a permission to explore, to make changes, to play, to feel good, and to live visibly.

I also like to think of my role as an artist, and now as a writer, similarly to the way Maxine Hong Kingston talked about her role in a 1990 interview. As a Chinese woman, she questioned how society expected her to perform and the types of characters she was expected to write about. From her words, I’m encouraged to think: What if I were to disrupt your stereotypes of what you feel is acceptable for a Black autistic woman to write about? To do? Then what would happen? How do I queer even the queerest of spaces that I’m in? And when doing so, what type of space does that create or open for others? Kingston argued that it was her job as a writer to imagine a different and healthy world: “How are we going to build it if we don’t imagine it?”

I think of artists and writers as first responders. Writers don’t always look like we’re working because a lot of our work involves slow attentiveness, gathering, and listening—making the first humble efforts. Like tulips timidly poking our heads out of the dry earth, not knowing why or what’s to come but feeling something growing and changing within us that tells us it’s okay to be vulnerable and also okay to be unsure—that being unsure shouldn’t stop us from sprouting. Our eager buds and then eventually our bashful blooms are paving the way for the other flowers, and eventually the perennial trees, that just need a little more time, a little more assurance, one more example that it will be okay for them to also come out and play. My friend Essence, international DJ and yoga teacher, once said, “In order to normalize something, we have to be open to practicing it and sharing it.” And then the streets are lined with a rich, lush abundance of green and flowering plants opening and expansive with the intoxicating scent of spring filling our lungs.

Each of us has a unique combination of skills, a unique “special sauce” that colors the way we experience the world—a unique set of gifts, beyond any projected stereotype, that can create space for others to live freely. My hope is that my sharing of my perspective will encourage you to question and cultivate (someday to perhaps even share) your own. Eventually, a positive cycle develops: our individual experience of not just surviving our lives, but thriving within them, grows into a collective act of enjoyment: resistance against the current systems that demand the opposite from us. This might become a new social norm, a new foundation from which we create and produce, and even an expectation—encouraging us all to move even just a little bit more honestly, a little bit more freely.

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU

The day before I started writing this book, I was supposed to be filming for a crowdfunding video for Apogeo Collective, a hospitality project centering queer and trans people of color that my wife and I run together. During the filming process, I became increasingly overwhelmed. The lights were too bright; I was told to keep making direct eye contact in one place, which felt really difficult for me; with Amber and the film production company hovering around me, I felt and began to internalize my partner’s nervousness; and I was utterly emotionally drained and exhausted from a stressful doctor’s appointment earlier that morning. My exhaustion, coupled with what was beginning to feel like overwhelming sensory stimulation, quickly sent me into a meltdown. I had to remove myself and couldn’t stop crying. I kept telling myself that I just needed to get through the day, but I couldn’t pull it together enough to even go back downstairs. I spent the rest of what should have been our filming day in bed, feeling bad about wasting everyone’s time, alternating between smoking weed and sleeping to self-soothe and calm my mind.

I’m sharing this with you so you know that I don’t have everything figured out. I’m not writing this book because I think I have everything figured out. In fact, I am writing this book because I know that I don’t. And FYI, none of us do (not even your mentor, favorite Tik Tok and Instagram influencers, or pastor—and most certainly not your parents). I have very low days and moments of self-sabotage. I have weeks where I push myself too hard and fill my schedule to the brim; moments where I deny myself pleasure or relief; days filled with overwhelming feelings of being an outsider or too different or too alone to reach out to people who I logically know care for me; times where I get lost in my fear and my anger and cannot leave the house. We are all limited beings. But on the days that I seem to get it right, where things click into place even just for a few moments in my mind and I feel a clarity, a lightness—I pause, and I feel my way around there slowly. I observe who I am and what feels true to me. I notice. I ask questions and I listen. These thoughts are just a few of the teachings that I have learned in these moments, teachings that I too am working my best to integrate in the process of sharing them with you.

As Audre Lorde said in her 1982 address for Malcolm X Weekend at Harvard University, “There are no new ideas, just new ways of giving those ideas we cherish breath and power in our own living.” I am not creating the ideas in this book, as they are concepts and ideas that have been shared for generations and ones that I have learned from my friends, lovers, teachers, favorite writers, healers, mentors, and ancestors, through social media, and through medicinal-infused energetic downloads that I’ve received from the ether (I’m serious). And I am certainly not an expert on any of these ideas, either. I know there’s so much that I am still learning every single day, after every single meltdown. I also know that the most impactful healers are the folks who are still very much committed to their own healing practice, who desire to remain students for the entirety of their lives. I know that, historically, one of the more effective ways to encourage change and growth in my communities has been through sharing and storytelling, and that the most helpful teachers realize that although each of us is the expert in our own life (the only thing we can ever truly be an expert in), each of us simultaneously always has more to learn.

This book is for you if you’re committed to keeping an open perspective. If you already have an openness to change, this book can change you. If you do not, it won’t. And if you’re not ready to feel open, that’s also okay. My hope is that you will pick up and put down this book often, coming back to it when you need it and internalizing these messages when you’re receptive and ready for them.

This book is for all of us who have had to be our own teachers, our own nurturers, and sometimes even our own parents. It’s for all of us who actively work to make space for our learning and our healing every day—especially if we’ve just gotten horrible news, thought of hurting ourselves, couldn’t leave our bed, had to cancel plans because of our mental health, or had a debilitating meltdown.

Each new day is a singular moment, a singular opportunity. No day is like the last, and no day is like what’s to come. In each moment, it’s helpful for me to consider both that I have arrived and also that I am simultaneously arriving. I have survived and experienced so much and yet also have absolutely no clue what’s in store for the rest of my time here. With this way of thinking simply, there’s always room for improvement, always space to do better the next day. Space to communicate more directly with those I love. Space to forgive myself for my negative self-talk. Space to be more gentle with myself. Space for more softness. My writing of this book is an encouragement to create that space—pay attention to it; pick it up in your mind’s eye and hold it in your palms, see what it feels like, how light it is, how much light it radiates. If there’s always space to re-create myself, always space for growth, then why do I let what has passed define my current and present choices? This book is for those of us who want to be present to the lifespace we are creating, present to what’s unfolding around us, and open to the change that is possible in that empty space in each new day.

This book cannot be a space that heals you, but it can serve as a resource to help you pay attention, to be critical, to help you create more room for healing within yourself. This book can act as an invitation to both personal and collective inquiry, seeking to disrupt, to rupture—but also to balance.

EMBRACING ABUNDANCE

In simplest terms, I am writing about resistance to “what’s okay” and “what’s fine”; resistance to what is complacent. This book is about an embracing of an abundance mindset.

But what is an abundance mindset? What does abundance have to do with us?

Abundance is not just financial. Abundance is a vital currency for building community. Abundance does not exist solely within the self, but is a reciprocal and ongoing exchange with our community and environment. In Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer says that “each person, human or no, is bound to every other in a reciprocal relationship. Just as all beings have a duty to me, I have a duty to them. If an animal gives its life to feed me, I am in turn bound to support its life. If I receive a stream’s gift of pure water, then I am responsible for returning a gift in kind.” Abundance is being awake to what’s present around you. Abundance is not just something reserved for white people, men, or folks born into privileged circumstances, but is something we are all structured for. The easiest way to stop the flow of abundance is by letting ourselves be fooled into believing the harmful messaging we’ve received throughout our lives—messaging that causes us to doubt whether abundance is present or available for us.

An abundance mindset is a pillar of Black and Indigenous cultures. Learning that my ancestors prioritized abundance certainly changed my relationship to it, because I realized that abundance is my birthright; it’s inherent to me and my lineage. I just needed to claim it. In fact, the “having to do the most I can do just to survive,” the “having to work tirelessly to achieve just enough”—that is what is unnatural. The internalized oppression that leads to our disbelief that we deserve more than working nonstop just to pay for our necessities, not resting or playing or focusing on ourselves and our pleasure—this is a horribly debilitating effect of colonialism both to us as individuals and also to our collective community.

Colonialism (which is the political practice of acquiring control over an area that doesn’t belong to you, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it for economic gain), along with consequently internalized femmephobia, homophobia, transphobia, patriarchy, racism, colorism, classism, sexism, fatphobia, and ableism, is also the reason that there is power deeply entangled in whom we see as deserving of abundance, as deserving of ease, care, pleasure, and rest. I’m interested in living in a way that resists and challenges these notions.

Colonialism has us confused about how an abundance mindset differs from the ego-mind’s desire for “more.” But this is a very important distinction that we have to be clear on. Capitalism and the ego tell us that we always need more and that we should always strive to purchase, consume, colonize, or conquer what is outside of ourselves—that we can’t possibly be happy with the items we’ve got, or how we look, because there’s always more we should be seeking. And then this seeking, this ego-power craving, turns into an addiction that we become tethered to and cannot release. And anything we are tethered to (our phones, a person, food, alcohol, the idea of more) creates an energetic blockage or bind that stops the natural flow of energy from moving through us; it stops us from being internally free.

So how do we move away from this? How do we decolonize our thinking? Journalist Neesha Powell says that to decolonize a nonprofit means “transforming something from a site of isolation and trauma for POC employees into a space where we can find healing and liberation. Decolonizing nonprofits means decentering whiteness and honoring difference within our organizations. It means discovering how our ancestors took care of their communities before nonprofits existed and learning from their practices.” But I urge us to go even further (always—don’t worry, you’ll get used to me doing this) than just decolonizing our nonprofits or decolonizing our workspaces. What does it look like to decolonize our families? Our home spaces? The food that we eat? Ourselves?

Why do we aim for an abundance mindset? Because the opposite of abundance is scarcity (which is actually what the ego-mind’s incessant searching is rooted in)—and scarcity is the fuel of toxic capitalism and consumerism. But you might wonder how I can even begin to think about abundance when many of us are still spending so much of our time just trying to breathe, bobbing for air, flailing and drowning; or just trying to walk home with a hoodie on, or buy some cigarettes, and are literally being suffocated. How can we think about futures for marginalized people beyond surviving oppression and all that life has handed us? How can we think of creating a recipe for more, our recipe for abundance, when we always have to focus on the “lower-hanging fruit” of our survival?

My answer is this: How can we not think about abundance, considering the reality of the world we live in? How can we not use all of the tools that we have at our disposal in order to survive? And our imagination is just that—a tool, which we should use to imagine a future of abundance, beyond just survival, for our communities.

Poet Ross Gay responds similarly to this notion when asked by journalist and author Krista Tippett in his guest episode on her podcast On Being. She says, “There’s a question floating around the world right now—how can we be joyful in a moment like this?” And Ross Gay responds, “How can we not be joyful, especially in a moment like this? It is joy by which the labor that will make the life that I want, possible. It is not at all puzzling to me that joy is possible in the midst of difficulty.”

When we haven’t received what we’ve needed our whole lives, it is natural to stay focused on just getting what we need. When we’ve been in danger our whole lives just by existing, it is natural to focus on protection. This is for our immediate safety and survival. As marginalized people, while focusing on the low-hanging fruit is what’s natural for our survival, we also know that if we lock into that focus, then it becomes a dangerously immersive habit—and that’s all that becomes of our existence. There is no room for growth or improvement there, and ultimately our focus on “just what’s needed to get by” does our selves (yearning for self-actualization and fulfillment) more harm than good. We see this also in our relationships with others. A simple example: if my marriage were focused only on daily tasks that need to get done around the house—without having date nights, intimacy, freedom, playfulness, creativity, and exploration—ultimately, the relationship would suffer, because it is not growing in abundance.

And this is why I urge us all to go beyond maintaining.

A RECIPE FOR MORE

This book isn’t a recipe for feeling good every single day. It’s a suggestion for how to get out of your head when your head is acting as one of your main oppressors. It’s a proposal to adjust our perspective to one of well-being and abundance, even when our life structures aren’t set up in a way that facilitates that yet. It’s about claiming abundance and pleasure and wellness as our birthright, passed down from our ancestors. This book is a meditation: a practice in remembering what we know to be true at our core even though the world tells us that we don’t have the power or control over our lives. It’s a call to shift our need for external approval toward remembering that we are the ones who get to validate ourselves, we are the ones who get to choose. When we remember this, we can release our self-judgment of past experiences and life choices that might be blocking us from giving ourselves the love and permission we need to grow. This book is a rumination meant to spark your imagination, but like bell hooks said, “imagination without skill is not enough,” so it is also meant to serve as a resource for creating your skill set. It’s about acknowledging that sometimes our usual tools, the ones we’ve been taught, just aren’t working anymore. This book is about resistance (I mean, the book in itself is actually an act of resistance simply by existing), but more than anything, this book is a call for creativity. As activist Grace Lee Boggs highlighted in her 2012 (and very much still relevant) conversation with Dr. Angela Davis,

The time has come for us to reimagine everything. We have to reimagine work and go away from labor. We have to reimagine revolution and get beyond protests; we have to reimagine revolution and think not only about the changes we make to our institutions but the changes we make to ourselves. It’s up to us to reimagine the alternatives and not just to protest against things and expect them to be better. . . . How do we reimagine education? How do we reimagine community? How do we reimagine family? How do we reimagine sexual identity?

And especially in the midst of each day being both devastatingly painful and also illuminatingly beautiful, “How do we reimagine everything? In the light of a change that’s so far-reaching, it’s our responsibility to make it. We can’t expect them to make it. We have to do the re-imagining ourselves.”

This book is a call for imagining a future beyond anything you felt possible for yourself, which, at its core, is a creative undertaking, because creative work is not about seeing the world for how it is but imagining it for how it can be. And not seeing your life for how it is, but activating your imagination so you might see what’s beyond what you’ve considered for yourself—the opportunities that exist even slightly outside of the sphere of normalcy that you currently experience! This book is about recognizing this imagination work, this dream work, as necessary work. It’s about committing to the dream work in the same way you commit to your other work.

This book is rooted on the premise of the butterfly effect: the idea that a very small change in conditions can create a significantly different outcome. The idea that every Thing has the potential to touch every other Thing. The idea that simply imagining a new future for ourselves might result in even the smallest of changes in our day-to-day life, which can then ripple into something incredible, influencing ourselves and those around us in a capacity currently outside of our fantasies. That the change in our lives, small and minute in the spectrum of humanity, can create a conditional change that can impact others—the way people experience pleasure, the way people talk to one another, how patient we are with the people we love, how open our hearts are to new experiences, how free we feel.

I can imagine a world where communities are self-sustaining without the danger of corrupt and violent police, where we care for our Earth as we would a sibling or parent and allow the energy of this place to support our flow. I can imagine a world where we protect one another, where we listen to young people and value their perspectives. I can imagine us all prioritizing rest and play, indulging in pleasure and celebration so luscious that it drips down our chins, letting ourselves be free and full and bold and seen, using our fear and rage as tools so that each day, each singular moment, we can become better in our relationships with our selves and with our partners. I can imagine us feeling good more often than we do not—and not just “okay,” but really feeling goooood. Like good good juicy good—let’s all lean into this and, walls down, lean on each other good. Can you imagine this life too?

WHY A “RECIPE”?

I’ve been working in the food and hospitality industries for more than a decade now, but enjoying (deeply and sensuously enjoying) food for much longer than that. My enjoyment of food and curiosity of how it is grown, prepared, experienced, eaten, hoarded, and shared are things I think about often, so much so that much of how I view and live my life is centered around food and food-related experiences. This might be why I have also, since I was a young person, viewed my life in sections, or ingredients—a little bit of this and a little bit of that. Thinking of creating my life as similar in practice to cooking, or the creation of something I have agency over, is helpful framing for me. If I focus on the integrity of the recipe, making sure I stick to the fundamental structure of what I’m aiming to create, then, as with a recipe, I can take the parts that work for me, substituting out the other parts that don’t. I can change the
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