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Dedication

For every young Black girl who has ever felt that the world was
speaking louder than her own soul. May you learn to recognize
your voice, protect your future, and become the woman you
were created to be.



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

A Note to the Girl Holding This Book

You do not have to have life figured out yet.

You are growing up in a world where almost everybody has an
opinion about who you should be. Some people want to inspire
you. Some want to influence you. Some want to sell to you. Some
want access to your attention, your body, your loyalty, your
anger, or your money.

The loudest voice is not always the wisest voice. The most
popular choice is not always the safest choice. The thing that
feels good tonight may still send a bill to your future.

This book will not talk down to you. It will not pretend
temptation is simple or that good decisions are always easy. It
will tell you the truth, help you think, show you consequences
before they arrive, and remind you that one mistake does not
cancel your worth.

You are not merely surviving girlhood. You are becoming
somebody. The question is not whether you will become a
woman. Time will handle that. The question is what kind of
woman you will become—and whether you will choose her on
purpose.
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Introduction

Before the World Names You

Before you learn who you are, the world will try to name you.

It may call you pretty before it calls you intelligent. It may call
you grown before you are ready. It may praise your body and
ignore your mind. It may decide that because you live in a
certain neighborhood, attend a certain school, wear a certain
hairstyle, or speak with a certain rhythm, it already knows your
future.

Then the voices begin. A friend says everybody is doing it. A boy
says if you love him, prove it. A song makes destruction sound
like power. An influencer makes a rented lifestyle look like
success. A grown person tells you to keep a secret that never
should have been placed on your shoulders. An algorithm
studies what makes you insecure and then sells that insecurity
back to you.

Not every voice is evil. Some people truly love you and still give
bad advice. Some are repeating what hurt them. Some are afraid
that your standards will expose their choices. Some want you to
become free. Others only want you available.

This book is about discernment—the ability to look beneath the
packaging. It is about asking better questions before a decision
becomes a consequence. Who is speaking? What do they want?
What are they leaving out? Who pays if this goes wrong? Will
this choice still feel like freedom tomorrow morning, next
month, or five years from now?

You will not make every decision perfectly. Nobody does.
Becoming a woman is not about never falling. It is about
learning how to recognize a hole, how to climb out, how to stop
returning, and how to warn another girl before she steps into it.
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There is a version of you waiting in the future. She remembers
what you choose today. She lives in the body you are caring for
now. She carries the reputation you are building, the habits you
are practicing, the education you are pursuing, the healing you
are postponing, and the courage you are developing.

You do not have to fear life. You do need to see it clearly. That is
what these pages are for.
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Chapter 1
Everybody Wants Your Attention

Attention is one of the most valuable things you own, even
though nobody handed you a certificate for it. Wherever your
attention goes, your thoughts follow. Wherever your thoughts
stay, your beliefs begin to form. And whatever you repeatedly
believe will eventually influence what you choose.

That is why so many people and companies are fighting for a few
seconds of your eyes. Your phone buzzes. A video starts before
you decide to watch it. Somebody posts a picture designed to
make you compare your real morning to her edited moment. A
boy sends “wyd?” at 12:47 a.m. A friend starts a group chat about
somebody who is not there to defend herself. One click becomes
forty-five minutes, and when you finally put the phone down,
your peace has changed.

The danger is not simply that you are distracted. The deeper
danger is that repeated messages begin to sound normal. If you
see enough girls being praised only for their bodies, you may
start believing your body is your main source of power. If you
hear enough songs connecting love with control, jealousy may
begin to look romantic. If every success story you see involves
designer labels, fast money, and public attention, quiet progress
may begin to feel like failure.

You were not born wanting everything that now feels necessary.
Some desires were introduced to you, repeated around you, and
rewarded in front of you. That does not mean every desire is
fake. It means you should know where it came from before you
let it lead you.

Pause the Scene

Imagine a fifteen-year-old girl named Nia. It is Friday night. Her
grandmother thinks she is spending the night with a close friend.

10
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The friend’s older cousin has invited them to a party across
town. Online, the party looks perfect: music, lights, attractive
people, bottles on the counter, everybody dressed like they have

somewhere important to be.

Nia has never been to a party like this. Her stomach feels
nervous, but the comments under the post make the event sound
legendary. Her friend says, “Girl, stop being scary. We only live
once.” A boy Nia likes has already messaged to ask whether she

is coming.

At this moment, several voices are speaking. Her fear says
something may be wrong. Her desire to belong says do not be the
boring friend. The boy’s attention says this may be her chance.
Social media says everybody worth knowing will be there. Her
grandmother’s trust says she is expected to be somewhere else.

Which voice is loudest? Which voice loves her future most?

Those are not the same question.

What They Say / What It Costs

WHAT THEY SAY

WHAT MAY BE MISSING

“Everybody is going.”

People often exaggerate
“everybody” to make
pressure feel normal.

“You only live once.”

Exactly—and one life is worth
protecting.

“Nothing is going to happen.”

Nobody can promise safety in
a place they do not control.

“Stop acting like a child.”

People may call wisdom
childish when maturity
would block their access.

“Your grandmother will
never know.”

A hidden choice still shapes
the person making it.
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The Truth Without the Lecture

You do not need to become suspicious of everybody. You do need
to stop treating every invitation as an opportunity. Some
invitations are tests of whether you can be moved away from
your values by the fear of missing out.

Before you say yes, create a small gap between pressure and
decision. Ask: Where am I going? Who will be there? Who knows
where I am? How am I getting home? What happens if the
person driving drinks? Can I leave without asking permission?
Does this require me to lie to someone who protects me?

A safe decision often feels less exciting in the moment. That does
not make it weak. Wisdom rarely needs a spotlight.

Protect Your Future

e Turn off nonessential notifications for part of each day.

e Never allow a late-night message to create an immediate
decision.

e Before going anywhere, tell a trusted adult the real location
and transportation plan.

e Keep your own charged phone and an emergency contact
available.

e Use a private sentence such as “I need ten minutes before I

answer.”

e Practice leaving a situation without apologizing for
protecting yourself.

Write It Down

e  Which voices influence me most right now?

e What kind of content changes how I feel about myself?

e When have I known something was wrong but ignored the
feeling?

e What sentence can I use when I need time to think?

12
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not begin every conversation with punishment. A young
person who believes honesty guarantees humiliation will learn
to hide danger. Build a relationship where truth can arrive
before the crisis does.

13
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Chapter 2
The Algorithm Is Not Your Auntie

Your phone can feel personal. It knows the music you replay, the
creators you watch, the clothes you pause over, the arguments
that make you angry, and the faces you compare with your own.
But the system behind your feed does not love you. It does not
know your dreams. It is not protecting your childhood. Its job is
to keep you looking.

An auntie who loves you may tell you to put the phone down, get
some sleep, stop answering that boy, or save your money. An
algorithm will keep serving whatever makes you react—even if
the reaction is insecurity, outrage, envy, lust, fear, or sadness.

That is why harmful ideas can become normal quickly. You
watch one video about changing your body, and soon your feed
is filled with reasons to dislike the body you have. You pause on
one relationship argument, and now everybody online appears
to believe love is a war. You search for a way to make fast
money, and people begin promising secret methods that
somehow require your money first.

The feed feels like the world, but it is not the world. It is a
selected hallway built from what you have already touched.

Pause the Scene

Maya is thirteen. She once liked a video about “glowing up
before high school.” Within a week, her feed is full of skin-
lightening products, waist trainers, dieting challenges, cosmetic
procedures, and girls ranking one another’s faces. Nobody
directly tells Maya she is ugly. They do something more
powerful: they repeatedly show her one narrow version of
beauty until she begins judging herself against it.

She starts deleting pictures where her nose looks “too wide.” She
avoids sunlight because she does not want to get darker. She asks

14
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her mother for expensive products she does not need. The
algorithm has not insulted her. It has simply trained her
attention.

What They Say / What It Costs

THE MESSAGE THE QUESTION TO ASK

“You need a glow-up.” Who profits from convincing
me that I am unfinished?

“This is what men prefer.” Why should strangers define
my relationship with my own
body?

“Real women look like this.” Which real women have been
excluded from that
definition?

“Buy this to become Will confidence remain after

confident.” the product is gone?

Protect Your Mind

e Unfollow accounts that repeatedly make you dislike yourself.

e Add creators who teach skills, history, health, faith, art,
money, and opportunity.

e Do not use a screen as your final authority on beauty,
relationships, or health.

e Set a nighttime phone boundary to protect sleep and
emotional balance.

e Remember: seeing something often does not make it true.

Write It Down

e After ten minutes on my favorite app, do I usually feel
stronger, weaker, calmer, or more insecure?

e What has social media taught me to want?

e  Which three accounts deserve less access to my mind?

15
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e Which three kinds of content would help me grow?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not only criticize the phone. Ask the young person to show
you what she enjoys online and why. Curiosity creates openings
that condemnation closes.

16
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Part One

Who Gets to Name You?

Before you choose a relationship, a crowd, a dream, or a
direction, you must decide who has the right to define you. This
section is about recovering your name from every person,
platform, stereotype, and wound that tried to write your identity

for you.

18
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Chapter 3

Pretty Is Not the Rent You Pay to Exist

A girl can receive so many comments about her appearance that
she begins to believe beauty is her job. She learns to enter a
room wondering whether she is being approved. She studies
faces for reactions. She adjusts herself before anyone has even
asked her to change.

There is nothing wrong with enjoying beauty. Hair, clothes, nails,
makeup, skin care, and style can be creative, joyful, and deeply
connected to culture. The problem begins when beauty stops
being something you express and becomes the rent you believe
you must pay to deserve kindness, attention, opportunity, or
love.

The world often gives Black girls confusing instructions. Be
confident, but not too confident. Be attractive, but do not attract
the wrong attention. Look grown, then accept blame when adults
treat you as older than you are. Love your natural features, but
buy products designed to correct them. Be original, but follow
every trend quickly enough to avoid being left out.

Those instructions cannot all be obeyed because they were never
designed to make you free. They were designed to keep you
checking yourself.

Pause the Scene

Jada is sixteen and preparing for a school dance. She has saved
money for weeks, but the dress she can afford is not the one
trending online. Her friends begin sending pictures of expensive
outfits and joking about anyone who comes looking basic. Jada
considers using money her mother gave her for a class trip. She
tells herself she will replace it later.

19
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The real decision is not simply about a dress. It is about whether
one night of approval is worth betraying trust and creating a
problem for her future self.

What They Say / What It Costs

They say: “You cannot show up looking regular.” The cost may be
debt, dishonesty, anxiety, or believing your presence needs
expensive proof.

They say: “You would be prettier if you fixed that.” The cost may
be years spent attacking features that carry your family history.

They say: “Use what you have to get what you want.” The cost
may be learning to treat your body as currency before you have
learned its sacredness.

The Truth Without the Lecture

Beauty can open a door, but character determines what happens
after you enter. Appearance can attract attention, but it cannot
guarantee safety, respect, loyalty, peace, or purpose. A person
who praises your face while ignoring your mind is not seeing all
of you.

Build a life in which beauty is one room, not the entire house.
Develop your humor, intelligence, faith, discipline, creativity,
kindness, courage, boundaries, and ability to solve problems.
These qualities do not disappear when trends change.

Protect Your Worth

e Before buying something for approval, ask whether you
would still want it if nobody could post it.

¢ Compliment yourself for qualities unrelated to appearance.

e Notice who becomes less interested when you set a
boundary; that is useful information.

e Do not let teasing pressure you into permanent changes you
do not truly want.

20
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e Practice receiving a compliment without making it your
identity.

Write It Down

e What do I believe I must look like to be accepted?

e Who taught me that belief?

e What are five valuable qualities I possess that cannot be
photographed?

e  What would change if I treated my body as my home rather
than a public advertisement?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Praise more than appearance. Name her judgment, effort,
courage, humor, leadership, compassion, and growth. A girl who
hears only “you are so pretty” may quietly wonder whether she
has anything else to offer.

21
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Chapter 4

The Names They Call You Can Become Cages

Words can enter a girl before she knows how to defend herself.
Too loud. Too dark. Too fast. Too quiet. Ghetto. Bougie. Difficult.
Mature. Angry. Easy. Weird. Pretty for a dark-skinned girl. Smart
for somebody from that neighborhood.

Some labels arrive as insults. Others arrive disguised as
compliments. Both can become cages when you begin
performing the name somebody gave you.

A teacher decides you are trouble, so every question sounds like
disrespect. A relative calls you fast because your body developed
early, so you become ashamed of simply existing. Friends call
you boring because you do not want to drink, and soon you are
proving you can be wild. A boyfriend calls you insecure
whenever you ask a reasonable question, and eventually you
stop trusting your own instincts.

A label becomes powerful when it starts making decisions for
you.

Adultification Is Not Maturity

Black girls are often treated as older, tougher, and less innocent
than they are. A developing body does not create adult judgment.
Being able to handle responsibility does not mean you should
carry adult burdens. Speaking confidently does not cancel your
need for protection.

When someone says, “You are mature for your age,” listen
carefully to what comes next. Sometimes it is sincere
encouragement. Sometimes it is the first sentence in an attempt
to erase an age-appropriate boundary.

22
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Pause the Scene

Aaliyah is fourteen. A twenty-year-old man in her neighborhood
tells her she is different from girls her age. He says younger boys
cannot understand her. He praises her maturity, buys food, and
tells her not to mention their conversations because people are
judgmental.

The secrecy is not proof of a special connection. It is evidence
that he knows the relationship cannot survive honest adult
attention.

What They Say / What It Costs

They say: “You are grown.” The cost may be losing the protection
you still deserve.

They say: “Everybody already thinks you are bad.” The cost may
be deciding to become what they accused you of being.

They say: “You are too sensitive.” The cost may be silence when
something is actually wrong.

Rename Yourself With Truth

You are allowed to reject names that do not fit your character.
You can be strong and still need help. You can be from the hood
without letting the hood decide your ceiling. You can make a
mistake without becoming the mistake. You can be
misunderstood without spending your life auditioning for
understanding.

Your name should be built from truth, values, and purpose—not
from somebody else’s convenience.
Protect Your Identity

e Ask, “What does this person gain if I believe this label?”

e Do not accept secrecy as proof of loyalty or maturity.

e Keep at least one trustworthy adult informed about
relationships with older people.

23
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e Correct disrespectful labels calmly when it is safe to do so.
e Remember that a reputation can be rebuilt; shame does not
own your future.

Write It Down

e What label has followed me that I no longer accept?

e How has that label influenced my choices?

e What three words do I choose to describe the woman I am
becoming?

e Who treats me according to my true age and protects my
right to grow gradually?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Never confuse early development, household responsibility, or
verbal confidence with adult readiness. Protect her childhood
without belittling her intelligence.

24
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Chapter 5

Belonging Can Make You Betray Yourself

Almost everybody wants a place where she does not have to
explain herself. A group chat that notices when she disappears.
Friends who save her a seat. A team, church, crew,
neighborhood, or circle that says, “You are one of us.” Belonging
is a human need, not a weakness.

But the desire to belong becomes dangerous when membership
requires you to abandon your judgment.

Some groups do not ask for loyalty all at once. They collect it in
small payments. Laugh at this girl. Hold this for me. Lie to your
mother. Send the picture. Skip class. Take one drink. Do not be
scary. Prove you are not fake. By the time the request becomes
serious, you may already fear losing the group more than losing
yourself.

The Difference Between Community and Control

Healthy friends can disagree with you without punishing you.
They do not require access to every secret. They do not use
embarrassment to enforce loyalty. They care whether you get
home safely. They can celebrate your growth even when it
changes the rhythm of the group.

Controlling friends treat boundaries as betrayal. They make
private mistakes into public entertainment. They pressure you to
choose the group over family, school, faith, health, or future
goals. They are happiest when nobody grows beyond the
agreement to stay the same.

Pause the Scene

Keisha’s closest friends plan to fight a girl after school. Keisha
has no conflict with the girl, but her friends say everybody must
participate or record. One friend says, “If you leave, do not call
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yourself family.” Keisha knows teachers and police may become
involved. She also knows refusing could make her the next target
of the group chat.

Courage here may not feel powerful. It may feel lonely, shaky,
and embarrassing. Courage is not always the absence of fear.
Sometimes it is choosing the consequence that protects your
future.

What They Say / What It Costs

They say: “Real friends ride no matter what.” The cost may be
carrying consequences for a decision you never supported.

They say: “Do it for the story.” The cost may be becoming content
in somebody else’s phone while your real life absorbs the
damage.

They say: “Do not switch up.” The cost may be remaining loyal to
habits that are destroying everybody involved.

How to Leave Without a Speech

You do not always need a dramatic announcement. Reduce
access. Stop sharing sensitive information. Make different plans.
Sit somewhere else. Join an activity. Spend more time with
people connected to where you are going. A boundary does not
need unanimous approval to be valid.

Protect Your Circle

e Notice how friends respond to the word no.

e Do not commit a crime, record violence, or hold illegal items
to prove loyalty.

e Keep transportation money or a safe ride option when
attending gatherings.

e Choose at least one friendship centered on growth, not only
entertainment.

e Never assume a private video will remain private.
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Write It Down

e  Who can disagree with me and still respect me?

e Have I ever harmed myself to keep a friendship?

e What does loyalty mean when a friend is making a
dangerous choice?

e Which environment brings out my strongest self?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not insult every friend she chooses; that may force her to
defend unhealthy relationships. Ask specific questions about
how the friendship functions, how conflict is handled, and
whether she feels free to say no.

27
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Chapter 6

Your Feelings Are Real, but They Are Not Always
Instructions

Feelings are messengers. They can reveal hurt, danger, desire,
loneliness, excitement, grief, attraction, shame, or exhaustion.
They deserve attention. But a messenger is not automatically a
commander.

You can feel lonely without calling the person who repeatedly
harms you. You can feel angry without posting a threat. You can
feel attracted without giving access to your body. You can feel
left behind without making a decision that changes your life
overnight.

One of the strongest skills a young woman can develop is
learning to experience a feeling without immediately obeying it.

Name It Before You Act On It

Sometimes “I want him” actually means “I want to feel chosen.”
Sometimes “I hate everybody” means “I am embarrassed and
afraid.” Sometimes “I do not care” means “Caring has hurt me
too many times.” Accurate language gives you more choices.

When you cannot name the need beneath the emotion, almost
any quick relief can look like an answer: alcohol, weed, sex,
fighting, shopping, disappearing, overeating, starving, posting, or
returning to someone unsafe.

Pause the Scene

Imani sees a video of her boyfriend dancing closely with another
girl. Her hands shake. Friends tell her to go live immediately,
expose him, and pull up to the girl’s house. The comments begin
before Imani has confirmed what happened. She feels
humiliated and wants the world to watch her take control.
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The strongest next move may be to put the phone down, contact
a trusted person, gather facts, and refuse to create permanent
evidence of a temporary emotional storm.

The Ninety-Minute Rule

When emotions are intense, delay major actions when safety
allows. Drink water. Breathe slowly. Walk. Write what you want
to say without sending it. Speak to someone who does not enjoy
chaos. Sleep before making a permanent decision. Time does not
solve everything, but it often returns choices that emotion
temporarily hid.

When Feelings Signal a Crisis

If you feel that you may hurt yourself or someone else, cannot
stay safe, are being threatened, or are trapped with an unsafe
person, this is not a moment to handle alone. Contact a trusted
adult, emergency services, a crisis resource, school counselor,
medical professional, or another safe authority immediately.
Asking for urgent help is an act of protection, not weakness.

Protect Your Peace

e C(Create a list of three people you can contact before acting
impulsively.

e Avoid posting while angry, intoxicated, panicked, or
heartbroken.

e Use the sentence: “My feeling is real, but I still get to choose
my action.”

e Pay attention to sleep, hunger, hormones, stress, and
exhaustion before interpreting every feeling as truth.

e Seek professional support when sadness, fear, anger, or
hopelessness repeatedly disrupts daily life.

Write It Down

e Which feeling is hardest for me to tolerate?
e What do I usually do to escape it?
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¢ What need may be underneath that feeling?
e Who helps me become calmer rather than more reckless?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Validate the emotion without automatically approving the
behavior. “I understand why you are hurt” and “we still need a
safer response” can both be true.
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Chapter 7

You Are Allowed to Become Someone New

Sometimes people will use your history to keep you from
changing. The moment you become serious about school,
somebody reminds you how much class you skipped. When you
stop drinking, people call you fake. When you begin setting
boundaries, relatives say you think you are better than
everybody. When you return to faith, somebody brings up your
worst season as if grace has an expiration date.

Growth makes some people uncomfortable because your change
forces them to reconsider what they have accepted. That
discomfort belongs to them.

You do not owe lifelong loyalty to a version of yourself created
during pain, pressure, ignorance, survival, or a need to belong.

Mistakes Are Events, Not Identities

You may have lied, fought, sent something you regret, trusted the
wrong person, used substances, failed classes, hurt somebody, or
stayed where you knew you should leave. Accountability
matters. Repair matters. Consequences may remain. But none of
those facts require you to build your home inside shame.

Shame says, “I am the worst thing I have done.” Responsibility
says, “I did something harmful, and I can face it, learn, repair
what I can, and choose differently.” Shame freezes.
Responsibility moves.

Pause the Scene

Brianna is seventeen. A private image she sent at fifteen was
shared without her consent. For two years she has been mocked,
blamed, and treated as if the violation revealed her character.
She stopped trying in school because she believed everyone had
already decided who she was.
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The person who distributed the image committed the betrayal.
Brianna may wish she had never sent it, but regret does not
transfer responsibility for another person’s cruelty onto her. Her
future is not required to remain trapped in that moment.

The Work of Becoming New

Change is more than announcing a new era. It is replacing
environments, habits, contacts, routines, and beliefs that
repeatedly produce the old life. It may require apologies,
counseling, tutoring, treatment, prayer, legal help, medical care,
new friendships, or distance from people you still love.

A new identity becomes believable through repeated evidence.
Keep one promise to yourself. Then another. Arrive. Study. Tell
the truth. Leave when something feels wrong. Save a little
money. Ask for help. Each decision becomes a vote for the
woman you are becoming.

Faith and a New Name

Scripture repeatedly shows people who were not imprisoned
forever by their worst chapter. Faith does not pretend
consequences are imaginary. It declares that failure does not
have final authority. You can confess, receive grace, make
amends where possible, and walk forward with humility rather
than permanent self-hatred.

Protect Your Becoming

e Do not announce every change before it has roots; let
consistency speak.

e Remove easy access to people, places, or apps that repeatedly
pull you backward.

e Ask for practical help, not only encouragement.

e Keep evidence of progress: grades, savings, sober days,
completed applications, healthy boundaries, or counseling
appointments.
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e Expect some grief; even healthy change can mean losing
familiar people and routines.

Write It Down

e Which past version of me am I afraid people will never let
me outgrow?

e What responsibility do I need to accept without condemning
myself?

e What environment supports the person I want to become?

e What is one promise I can keep to myself this week?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not repeatedly weaponize a young person’s confessed
mistake. Accountability should create safety and growth, not
teach her that honesty will be used against her forever.
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Part One Closing Reflection

Who Has the Pen?

You cannot prevent every voice from speaking, but you can
decide which voices receive authority. The goal is not to become
untouched by influence. The goal is to become conscious of it.

Before entering the next part, write a one-page description of the
woman you are becoming. Do not begin with appearance,
relationship status, or possessions. Describe how she thinks,
chooses, speaks, protects herself, treats people, handles pressure,
uses money, responds to failure, and lives her faith.

The Becoming Her Declaration

I am more than the attention I receive. I am not a label, rumor,
mistake, body, neighborhood, relationship, or algorithm. I can
listen without surrendering my judgment. I can change without
asking permission from people committed to my past. I will
examine what is being offered, what it costs, and who I become if
I accept it. My life is not an accident waiting to happen. I am
becoming a woman on purpose.
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Part Two

Love, Attention, Sex, and Pressure

This section is not written to frighten you away from love. It is
written to help you recognize the difference between love and
access, affection and possession, desire and respect. Your heart
matters. Your body matters. Your future matters. Anyone who
cares for you should be willing to protect all three.
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Chapter 8

Attention Is Not Affection

Being noticed can feel powerful, especially when you have spent
years feeling overlooked. A compliment can lift your whole day.
A message from the person you like can make your stomach
flutter. None of that makes you foolish. It makes you human.

But attention and affection are not the same thing. Attention
says, “I see something I want.” Affection says, “I care about the
whole person you are.” Attention can arrive quickly and
disappear the moment it is not rewarded. Affection becomes
visible through patience, consistency, honesty, and respect.

Some people are skilled at creating the feeling of closeness
without accepting any responsibility for your well-being. They
text all night, call you beautiful, ask personal questions, and
make you feel chosen. Then the pressure begins. They want
secrecy. They want pictures. They want you to skip your
standards so they can receive the benefits of a relationship
without offering the safety of one.

Pause the Scene

Maya is fifteen. A seventeen-year-old boy from another school
messages her every morning and every night. He tells her she is
mature, different, and too beautiful to be single. After one week,
he becomes irritated when she does not reply immediately. After
two weeks, he asks her to stop talking to a male friend. After
three weeks, he says, “I have shown you how serious I am. When
are you going to show me?”

Nothing in that sentence proves love. It reveals a transaction. He
believes his attention purchased access. Maya now has a
decision: confuse intensity with intimacy, or slow the situation
down long enough to see it clearly.
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What They Say / What It Costs
They say: “He texts you all day, so he must really care.”

What it may cost: your peace, your friendships, your
concentration, and eventually your freedom to say no without
being punished.

They say: “You should be grateful somebody wants you.”

What it may cost: accepting disrespect because you fear being
unseen again.

The Truth Without the Lecture

Healthy attention does not demand that you perform for it. It
does not punish you for having a life. It does not make you
responsible for another person’s mood. It does not require
secrecy from every safe adult who loves you.

Watch what happens when you set a small boundary. Say you
cannot talk tonight because you need to study. Say you will not
send a picture. Say you want to move slowly. A respectful person
may feel disappointed, but will still respect the boundary. A
controlling person will bargain, guilt, threaten, withdraw
affection, or accuse you of not caring.

A boundary does not destroy healthy affection. It reveals
unhealthy intention.

Protect Your Heart

e Let time test words. Anyone can sound perfect for a week.
e Keep your friendships, routines, goals, and trusted adults.
e Notice whether you feel peaceful or constantly anxious.

e Never treat jealousy as automatic proof of love.

e Do not let private compliments become public control.

Write It Down

What kind of attention makes me feel valued? What kind makes
me feel pressured?
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When I imagine healthy affection, what behaviors—not just
words—do I see?

What boundary could help me discover whether someone
respects me?
For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not mock a young girl for caring deeply about attention or
romance. Help her examine patterns without making her feel
foolish. Shame drives relationships underground; connection
keeps the door open.
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Chapter 9

You Do Not Owe Anybody Your Body

Your body is not a payment for attention, rides, food, gifts,
popularity, protection, patience, or love. It is not a debt you owe
because someone listened to you, spent money on you, waited
for you, or says they are suffering without you.

People who want access will sometimes create a bill you never
agreed to pay. They may say, “After everything I have done for
you,” as though kindness was a loan. They may remind you of a
gift. They may say every other girl would do it. They may accuse
you of teasing them or wasting their time. None of those
statements creates an obligation.

You are allowed to dress beautifully, flirt, change your mind, go
on a date, accept a gift, kiss someone, and still say no to anything
beyond what you choose. Consent is specific. Agreement to one
thing is not agreement to everything.

The Pressure Can Sound Sweet

Pressure is not always loud. Sometimes it sounds tender: “I just
want to feel close to you.” Sometimes it sounds wounded: “I
guess you do not trust me.” Sometimes it sounds spiritual: “God
knows how much I love you.” Sometimes it sounds practical: “We
are going to do it eventually anyway.”

The packaging changes, but the goal is the same: move you away
from your own decision and into theirs.

Pause the Scene

Nia is sixteen. Her boyfriend has been respectful for several
months. One night, they are alone and things move further than
she expected. She freezes. He notices and says, “We have already
started. Do not make this weird.”
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Nia’s silence is not permission. Freezing is a common stress
response. She can stop. She can leave. She can call someone. His
responsibility is to notice uncertainty and stop—not to use
momentum as an excuse.

Consent in Plain Language

Consent must be freely given, informed, specific, and ongoing. It
cannot be created through threats, manipulation, intoxication,
fear, sleep, or a major imbalance of power. It can be withdrawn
at any point.

“No” is enough. “I am not sure” means stop. Silence is not a yes.
Pulling away is not a yes. Being afraid to upset someone is not
freedom.

If your no is ignored, that is not a misunderstanding you caused.
Tell a trusted adult, advocate, counselor, healthcare professional,
or law-enforcement officer when appropriate. You deserve
support and safety.

Protect Your Body and Future

e Avoid isolated situations with anyone who has already
pressured you.

e Keep your own transportation or an exit plan whenever
possible.

e Tell a trusted person where you are and who you are with.

e Use a code word with family or friends that means “come get
me.”

e Do not depend on someone who wants sexual access for your
ride home.

e Seek medical care after unwanted sexual contact or
whenever you have concerns about pregnancy or infection.

Write It Down

What messages have I received about owing people access to my
body?
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Who could I call without fear of being blamed?

What words could I practice now so they are easier to use under
pressure?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Teach bodily autonomy before a crisis. Make clear that the young
person can call for help even after breaking a household rule.
Safety must come before punishment.
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Chapter 10

Consent, Pressure, and the Right to Change Your Mind

Making a mature decision is not the same as never changing
your mind. New information can change your choice. Fear can
reveal that you are not ready. Your body may communicate
discomfort before your words catch up. You are allowed to listen.

Some girls believe they lose the right to stop once they have said
yes, traveled somewhere, entered a room, removed clothing, or
had sex with the same person before. That belief is false. Consent
belongs to the present moment. Yesterday’s yes cannot answer
for today.

This is also true beyond sex. You can change your mind about
dating someone, riding in a car, attending a party, keeping a
secret, drinking something, or remaining in a conversation that
has become unsafe.

Manipulation Is Not Persuasion

People persuade when they offer information and respect your
freedom. People manipulate when they distort information, hide
consequences, exploit insecurity, or punish your refusal.

Common manipulation includes guilt, repeated asking after a no,
threats to leave, threats to expose private information, false
promises, intentional intoxication, isolation from friends, and
statements that make you feel responsible for preventing
someone else’s anger or sadness.

Pause the Scene

Jada agrees to attend a party with a friend. When they arrive, she
realizes several older people are there and alcohol is being
passed around. Her friend says, “Do not embarrass me. You
promised you would stay.”
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Jada did promise to attend. She did not promise to surrender her
judgment. The environment has changed, so her decision can
change. A promise made without important information does not
require her to remain in danger.

Use the Exit Sentence

In a pressured moment, long explanations can become openings
for debate. A short sentence is often safer:

e “Ichanged my mind.”

e “Iam leaving now.”

e “Donot touch me.”

e “Isaidno.”

e “This is not up for discussion.”
e “Ineed help. Come get me.”

When Saying No Feels Dangerous

Not every situation is safe enough for confrontation. Your first
responsibility is survival, not proving courage. You may need to
agree verbally while moving toward an exit, create a distraction,
contact emergency help, alert another person, or wait for a safer
moment. Doing what you must to survive does not make what
happened your fault.

Afterward, document what you remember, preserve messages or
clothing when relevant, seek medical attention, and tell someone
trained to help. You decide what support steps feel possible, but
you do not have to carry the experience alone.

Write It Down

When have I stayed because I did not want to disappoint
someone?

Which exit sentence sounds most natural in my voice?

What three people or places could become part of my safety
network?
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Respond first with belief, calm, and protection. Questions that
sound like blame—“Why did you go?” or “Why did you not
leave?”—can shut down disclosure. Begin with: “I am glad you
told me. This is not your fault. We will get help.”
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Chapter 11

Nudes Never Stay Private

A phone can make a risky decision feel temporary. A picture
takes seconds. The consequences can last for years.

You may trust the person asking. You may believe the image will
disappear. You may crop out your face. You may be told
everyone sends them. None of those things gives you control
after the image leaves your device. Screenshots, second phones,
cloud backups, group chats, hacked accounts, breakups,
bragging, and blackmail can all turn a private moment into
public harm.

For anyone under eighteen, sexual images can also create
serious legal consequences depending on the jurisdiction—even
when the young person made or shared an image of herself. The
law varies, but the safest rule is simple: do not create, request,
keep, or forward sexual images of a minor.

Pause the Scene

A boy tells Tiana, “Send one without your face. I would never
show anyone.” She hesitates. He replies, “So you do not trust
me?”

The issue is not whether Tiana trusts him today. The issue is
whether she can control every device, account, emotion,
friendship, and future decision connected to that image. She
cannot. Refusing is not an insult. It is digital self-protection.

When Someone Threatens to Expose You

This is often called sextortion: someone uses an intimate image,
real or fake, to demand more images, money, sex, silence, or
continued contact. Giving in usually does not end the threat. It
teaches the person that the threat works.
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Do not pay. Do not send more. Preserve evidence. Block only
after saving usernames, messages, dates, and payment requests.
Tell a trusted adult immediately. Report the account to the
platform and contact appropriate law enforcement or a child-
protection reporting service. You are not the criminal because
someone exploited you.

If an Image Has Already Been Shared

Your life is not over. Shame will tell you to disappear; wisdom
says get help quickly. Ask trusted adults to assist with reporting
and removal tools. Do not repeatedly search for the image or
argue with everyone who received it. Focus on evidence, safety,
support, and professional guidance.

Friends who receive an image should not forward it, save it, joke
about it, or use it as social currency. Delete it, report it, and tell a
responsible adult. Protecting another girl is more important than
being entertained by her humiliation.

Protect Your Digital Body

e Never send an image you would not want permanently
outside your control.

e Do notlet a disappearing-message feature create false
confidence.

e Use strong unique passwords and two-factor authentication.

e Do not share device passcodes with dating partners.

e Review cloud-photo backups and shared albums.

e Remember that fake explicit images can also be created with
AT; seek help rather than accepting blame.

Write It Down
What emotional pressure might make me take a digital risk?
How would I respond if a friend’s image reached me?

Which trusted adult would help me without making the situation
worse?
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not confiscate the phone and end the conversation. Preserve
evidence first, avoid forwarding the image, contact appropriate
reporting resources, and reassure the young person that
exploitation—not her existence—is the problem.
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Chapter 12

Red Flags Are Information

A red flag is not proof that a person is completely evil. It is
information that something may be unsafe, unhealthy, dishonest,
or incompatible with your well-being. You do not have to wait
for a courtroom level of evidence before protecting yourself.

Many girls are taught to be understanding long after
understanding becomes self-abandonment. They explain away
jealousy, rage, lying, pressure, insults, stalking, and repeated
boundary violations because the person also has pain, potential,
charm, or a difficult childhood. Compassion can explain
behavior. It does not require you to volunteer as the place where
that behavior lands.

The purpose of noticing red flags is not to become suspicious of
everyone. It is to stop treating warning signs like decorations.

Red Flags That Deserve Attention

e He moves extremely fast and calls it destiny.

e He wants passwords, location access, or proof of where you
are.

e He insults your friends, family, intelligence, body, or goals.

e He punches walls, breaks objects, drives dangerously, or
threatens others.

e He pressures you sexually or becomes cold after you say no.

e He repeatedly lies, then focuses on how you discovered the
lie.

e He isolates you and calls it loyalty.

e He threatens self-harm to stop you from leaving.

e Heis much older and says girls his age do not understand
him.

* You spend more time managing his reactions than living
your life.
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Pause the Scene

Keisha’s boyfriend never hits her. He does, however, demand
screenshots of her conversations, show up unexpectedly, call her
names during arguments, and apologize with expensive gifts.
Her friends say she is lucky because he is obsessed with her.

Obsession is not safety. Gifts do not erase patterns. The absence
of a punch does not make control healthy. Keisha does not need
to wait for the behavior to become worse before seeking help.

Green Flags Matter Too

A healthy person can hear no. They apologize without blaming
you. They support your goals, allow separate friendships, tell the
truth even when inconvenient, handle frustration without
intimidation, and accept that love does not erase privacy.

Green flags are not grand performances. They are ordinary
patterns repeated over time.

Make a Safety Plan Before the Breakup

Leaving a controlling person can increase risk. Do not
automatically meet alone to prove maturity. Tell trusted people.
Adjust passwords and location settings. Save threatening
messages. Choose public or remote communication when safer.
Ask adults, school staff, advocates, or law enforcement for help
when threats, stalking, weapons, or violence are involved.

You do not owe a final speech to someone who uses every
conversation to regain control.

Write It Down
Which red flags have I been taught to romanticize?
What behavior would make me advise a friend to leave?

Why would I deserve less protection than the friend I love?
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Avoid ultimatums that may isolate the young person further
unless immediate safety requires decisive action. Keep
communication open, assess risk, and involve trained domestic-
violence or teen-dating-violence professionals where
appropriate.
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Chapter 13

Do Not Let Loneliness Choose for You

Loneliness can make almost any attention feel like rescue. It can
make you return to people who injured you, accept half-love,
ignore danger, and confuse being wanted with being known.

The answer is not pretending you do not need people. Human
beings are built for connection. The answer is learning not to
hand the steering wheel to loneliness. A feeling can sit in the car
without driving it.

Sometimes loneliness is not the absence of people. It is the
absence of safe people. You can be surrounded at school, active
online, dating someone, and still feel unseen. That kind of
loneliness deserves care, not criticism.

The Difference Between Alone and Abandoned

Being alone for a season can create room to heal, study, pray,
discover interests, and build standards. Feeling abandoned says
nobody will ever come and therefore any company is better than
none. That belief makes desperation sound reasonable.

Your present circle is not the final population of your life. You
have not met everyone who will love you well.

Pause the Scene

After a painful breakup, Brianna begins messaging someone she
previously blocked for disrespecting her. She knows he has not
changed. She tells herself she only wants somebody to talk to.

What she wants is relief. But relief and healing are different.
Contact may numb the evening while reopening the wound.
Brianna needs connection, but not necessarily connection with
him.
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Build a Life That Can Hold You

e C(Create routines that do not depend on one person’s attention.

e Develop at least one skill that gives you pride and progress.

e Stay connected to safe women across generations.

e Join communities built around purpose, faith, art, sports,
service, study, or work.

e Treat sleep, movement, food, sunlight, and quiet as emotional
support—not punishment.

e Seek counseling when loneliness becomes hopelessness or
pulls you toward danger.

Standards Are Not a Punishment

Standards do not guarantee that you will never feel lonely. They
prevent loneliness from turning every available person into an
acceptable person.

You are not difficult because you require respect. You are not
asking too much because you want honesty, patience, safety, and
consistency. The wrong person may call your standard a wall
because it prevents easy access. The right people will recognize it
as a door with a handle.

Write It Down

What do I usually reach for when I feel lonely?

Which choices have offered relief but created a larger cost?

What would a life that can hold me look like this month?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Help the young person build belonging, not merely avoid dating.
Provide transportation, activities, safe adult relationships, and
spaces where she contributes meaningfully. Connection is a
protective factor.
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Part Two Closing Reflection

Love That Does Not Cost You Yourself

Love should add truth, safety, courage, and room to your life. It
should not require you to become smaller, quieter, more
secretive, more afraid, or less connected to yourself. Attraction
may be immediate. Trust should be earned. Chemistry may be
strong. Character must still be examined.

Before moving forward, complete these sentences:

e TknowIam being respected when...

e TknowIam being pressured when...

e The peopleI can call for help are...

e The standards I will not trade for attention are...
e  When I feel lonely, I will protect myself by...

The Becoming Her Relationship Promise

I will not trade my body for belonging, my peace for attention,
my future for a moment, or my voice for somebody else’s
approval. I can love deeply without abandoning myself. I can
change my mind. I can leave what is unsafe. I can ask for help. I
deserve relationships in which respect is ordinary, not a reward
I must earn.
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Part Three

The Streets, Substances, and Survival

Some dangers announce themselves loudly. Others arrive with
music playing, somebody smiling, and everybody saying, “It is
not that serious.” This section is not here to make you afraid of
the world. It is here to make you harder to fool. The goal is not
perfection. The goal is awareness, preparation, and the courage
to leave before a situation gets to decide for you.

You may live around things you did not choose: drugs sold near
your home, alcohol at every celebration, adults who normalize
chaos, friends who take risks, people who offer fast money, or
neighborhoods where danger can feel ordinary. None of that
makes you doomed. But what becomes normal around you can
become invisible to you. These chapters help you see clearly
again.
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Chapter 14

The Party Has an Exit Door

A party can be fun. Music, laughter, clothes, pictures, food, and
people your age are not automatically dangerous. The danger
begins when the room makes you forget that you still belong to
yourself.

Sixteen-year-old Nia told her grandmother she was sleeping at a
friend’s house. The friend’s older cousin drove them to a party
across town. At first, everything looked harmless. Then more
people arrived. Someone locked the front door “so nobody would
steal.” A boy took Nia’s phone as a joke. Her friend disappeared
upstairs. A fight started near the kitchen. Nia realized she did not
know the address, did not know who owned the house, and did
not have a ride home.

Pause the Scene

Nia’s mistake was not wanting to have fun. Her mistake was
entering a situation with no independent way to leave. Freedom
is not just getting permission to go. Freedom is keeping the
ability to come back.

Build Your Exit Before You Enter

e Know the exact address before you arrive.

e Keep your phone charged and on your body.

e Have money or a reliable ride that does not depend on the
person you came with.

e Tell one trusted person where you are and who you are with.

¢ Choose a check-in time and a code word that means, “Call me
now” or “Come get me.”

¢ Do notlet embarrassment keep you in a dangerous place.

The safest sentence at a party may be, “I am leaving.” You do not
owe the room an explanation. You do not have to wait for your
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friend to agree. You can love somebody and still refuse to drown
beside her.

What They Say / What It Costs

They say: “Do not be scary.” The possible cost: staying after your
instincts already warned you. They say: “Everybody is doing it.”
The possible cost: losing control of your body, your
transportation, your phone, or your ability to make a clear
decision. They say: “We will leave in a minute.” The possible cost:
discovering that somebody else’s minute lasts until disaster.

Write It Down

e  Who are three people I can call without being lectured before
[ am safe?

e What is my code word for help?

e What situations make me ignore my instincts?

e What will I say when I need to leave immediately?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Make rescue more important than punishment. A young person
who believes she will be destroyed for calling home may remain
in danger to avoid consequences. You can address dishonesty
later. First, make it clear: “Call me. I will come. We will get you
safe.”
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Chapter 15

Alcohol Does Not Ask Your Age Before It Takes Control

Alcohol is often packaged as confidence, adulthood, celebration,
and relief. In movies, music, family gatherings, and social media,
the glass can look more important than the person holding it. But
alcohol does not create wisdom. It reduces the ability to use the
wisdom you already have.

A girl may drink because she is curious, because everybody else
is drinking, because she wants to stop feeling shy, or because she
wants to forget what hurts. The reason matters—but the
substance still affects judgment, coordination, memory, and
vulnerability.

Pause the Scene

Jada had never been drunk before. Someone poured a sweet
drink that did not taste strong. She accepted a second because
she did not feel anything yet. Later, her legs felt slow and her
thoughts felt far away. A boy offered to “help” her upstairs. The
same people who encouraged her to drink were now recording
her.

The lesson is not that Jada was bad. The lesson is that a person
can become impaired before she understands how impaired she
is. Sweetness can hide strength. A friendly person can hide
intention.

Protect Your Ability to Choose

e Never leave a drink unattended and then return to it.

e Do not accept an open container from someone you do not
trust completely.

e Do notride with an impaired driver—even when the driver
ingists they are fine.
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e If someone becomes difficult to wake, breathes abnormally,
vomits repeatedly, turns pale or bluish, or cannot stay
conscious, get emergency help immediately.

¢ Do notleave an unconscious person alone or assume they
can “sleep it off.”

Calling for help is not betrayal. Saving a life matters more than
protecting a party, avoiding embarrassment, or keeping someone
from getting in trouble.

The Deeper Question

Ask yourself: What am I hoping the drink will give me? Courage?
Belonging? Numbness? Permission? If you need alcohol to
become somebody else for the night, the real need may be safety,
healing, confidence, or honest connection.

Write It Down

e What messages about alcohol did I learn from family, music,
or social media?

¢ What would make it hard for me to refuse a drink?

e WhocanIcallifIor a friend becomes impaired?

e What healthier ways help me calm down or feel included?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Avoid pretending young people have never seen alcohol or will
never face it. Give clear safety information, model responsible
choices, and explain why impairment changes risk. Fear without
facts often loses to curiosity.
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Chapter 16

Weed May Be Common, but Common Does Not Mean
Cost-Free

Marijuana is discussed in extremes. Some people talk as if one
use destroys every life. Others talk as if it cannot hurt anybody.
Neither extreme helps a young girl make an informed decision.

Something can be legal for some adults in some places and still
be unsafe, illegal, or harmful for a minor. Something can feel
relaxing and still interfere with memory, motivation, judgment,
school performance, driving, or mental health. People respond
differently, and today’s products may be stronger than what
older relatives remember.

The Package

The package may say natural, chill, harmless, everybody does it,
or it helps me cope. But “natural” is not the same as harmless.
Smoke is still smoke. Impairment is still impairment. Avoiding
pain is not the same as healing pain.

Pause the Scene

Tori began smoking on weekends because it made her laugh and
helped her sleep. Months later, weekends became most evenings.
She stopped finishing assignments before getting high. When she
felt anxious without it, she decided the anxiety proved she
needed it. She did not notice that her solution had become part
of the cycle.

Ask Better Questions

e Am I using this, or is this beginning to organize my day?

¢ DolIneed more thanI used to?

e Am I hiding it, lying about it, or spending money I need?

e Isit affecting school, work, sports, relationships, sleep, or
motivation?
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e Am I using it to avoid grief, trauma, anger, loneliness, or
fear?

e Can I stop without feeling that I have lost my only way to
cope?

Needing help does not make you weak or “an addict forever.” It
means a pattern deserves attention. Talk with a trusted adult,
counselor, healthcare professional, or substance-use specialist
who will treat you with dignity.

Protect Your Future

Never drive or ride with someone who is impaired. Never
assume an edible is weak because nothing happens immediately.
Never mix unknown substances. Never take something simply
because a friend says she has used it before.

Write It Down

e What pain would I be most tempted to numb?

e How would I recognize that occasional use had become
dependence?

¢ Who could help me without shaming me?

e What coping skills do I need to strengthen now?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Listen for the need underneath the behavior. Consequences may
be necessary, but punishment alone does not teach coping. Help
her build sleep routines, emotional vocabulary, safe
relationships, counseling access, and activities that give genuine
relief and belonging.
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Chapter 17

A Pill Can Look Clean and Still Be Deadly

Some of the most dangerous substances do not arrive in a bag on
a dark corner. They arrive as a small tablet that looks medical,
familiar, and controlled. A pill can look clean and still contain
something unexpected.

Young people may encounter pills described as pain medicine,
anxiety medicine, study help, sleep help, or something to make a
party better. The person offering it may be a friend, teammate,
cousin, classmate, or boyfriend. Familiar hands do not guarantee
safe contents.

The Rule That Can Save Your Life

Do not take medication that was not prescribed to you and
dispensed for you. A pill purchased online, obtained through
social media, or handed to you outside a pharmacy may not be
what it appears to be. You cannot reliably identify its contents by
color, shape, imprint, or somebody’s confidence.

Pause the Scene

Aaliyah was exhausted before an exam. Her friend offered a pill
and said, “It is basically the same thing my doctor gives me.”
Aaliyah thought medicine had to be safer than street drugs. She
did not know where the pill came from, what dose it contained,
or whether it had been altered.

The danger was not only the substance. It was the false sense of
safety created by the form. A tablet looked more respectable
than powder, so her questions became quieter.

When Someone May Be Overdosing

e Tryto wake the person and call emergency services
immediately if they are unresponsive or breathing is very
slow, irregular, or absent.
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e Ifnaloxone is available and opioid overdose is possible, use it
according to its instructions.

e Stay with the person, follow the dispatcher’s directions, and
give another naloxone dose if instructed and available.

e Do not delay because you are afraid of punishment or
uncertain what was taken.

You do not need perfect information before calling for help. You
need urgency.

What They Say / What It Costs

They say: “It came from somebody I know.” The cost may be
trusting a chain of strangers you cannot see. They say: “It is only
one.” The cost may be discovering that one dose is enough. They
say: “Do not call anybody.” The cost may be a life.

Write It Down

e  Why might a pill feel safer than another drug?

e What sentence will I use to refuse unknown medication?
e Do Iknow where naloxone is available in my community?
e  Who will I call in an emergency?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Discuss counterfeit pills plainly and keep prescribed medications
secured. Consider learning how to recognize an overdose and
use naloxone. A calm, informed conversation is not permission;
it is protection.
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Chapter 18

Fast Money Usually Sends the Bill Later

When money is scarce, fast money can sound like rescue. A girl
may be watching bills pile up, helping with younger siblings,
wanting clothes, needing transportation, or feeling tired of being
the one who cannot afford anything. The offer may sound
simple: hold this, deliver this, let me use your account, cash this
check, post this link, ride with me, meet this man, dance at this
party, or keep quiet.

The person making the offer often focuses on the payment and
hides the risk. That is how traps work. They show the front door
and hide the locks.

Pause the Scene

Keisha’s older boyfriend asked to deposit money into her bank
account because his account was “messed up.” He told her she
could keep two hundred dollars. The deposit was fraudulent.
When the bank reversed it, her account was negative, her name
was attached to the transaction, and the boyfriend stopped
answering.

Questions to Ask Before You Touch the Money

e Why can this person not do it in their own name?

e  Why is secrecy required?

e  Why am I being paid so much for something described as
easy?

e Could this place my bank account, identification, phone, car,
home, freedom, or safety at risk?

e  Would I be comfortable explaining the full arrangement to a
trusted adult, bank employee, teacher, attorney, or police
officer?

e Isthe person rushing me so I cannot think?
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Your name is an asset. Your bank account is an asset. Your clean
record is an asset. Your phone number, address, identification,
and social media accounts are assets. Do not rent them to
somebody who has already damaged their own.

The Sexual Economy of Pressure

Sometimes the offer is wrapped in romance: “I will take care of
you.” Watch what care requires. A person who buys gifts and
then claims ownership did not give freely. A person who
introduces you to older men, controls your money, photographs
you, threatens you, or keeps you away from family is not
building a relationship. Those can be signs of exploitation and
trafficking.

If someone is pressuring or forcing you into sexual activity,
taking your money, threatening you, or controlling where you
go, tell a safe adult and seek immediate help. Your past choices
do not cancel your right to protection.

Build Slow Money

e Learn one skill people will pay for legally.

e Open and protect your own account with guidance you trust.

e Track what comes in and what goes out.

e Avoid sharing passwords, verification codes, or identity
documents.

e Ask questions before signing, depositing, transferring, or
receiving money.

e Remember that a small honest beginning is stronger than a
large dishonest promise.

Write It Down

e What kind of financial pressure could make me vulnerable to
a bad offer?

e Which parts of my identity and financial life must I protect?

e What legal skill could I begin developing this year?

e  Who can review an opportunity before I accept it?
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Teach money before crisis. Help young people understand
accounts, scams, credit, employment paperwork, taxes, digital
payments, and identity theft. A girl who understands the value of
her name is less likely to lend it to someone else’s scheme.

65



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

Chapter 19

Location Is Information—Guard It

Your phone can tell people where you live, where you go to
school, where you work, where you sleep, and when you are
alone. Sometimes you reveal this directly. Sometimes the
background reveals it for you: a street sign, school logo, bus stop,
house number, work badge, window view, or daily routine.

Posting is not the same as talking to only the people who love
you. Screenshots travel. Private accounts are not invisible.
People share access. Relationships end. Phones get borrowed.
Trust changes.

Pause the Scene

Imani posted a mirror picture before leaving home and tagged
the restaurant where she planned to meet friends. A boy she had
blocked saw the repost on someone else’s story. He arrived
before the group did.

Practice Delayed Posting

You can enjoy a place without announcing your presence in real
time. Post after you leave. Avoid broadcasting that you are home
alone. Turn off location sharing that you no longer need. Review
who can see your stories, maps, fitness routes, and tagged
photos.

Ride Safety Is Personal Safety

e Check that the car and driver match the information you
were given.

e Do not get in if something feels wrong, even if canceling costs
money or feels rude.

e Share trip details with a trusted person when possible.

e Sit where you can exit easily and stay aware of the route.
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e Do not accept an unexpected ride simply because you
recognize the driver.

e If someone refuses to let you out, call emergency services and
draw attention if you safely can.

Create a Personal Safety Map

Know safe public places near your school, work, bus route, and
neighborhood: a staffed store, library, fire station, community
center, church office, or trusted home. Safety improves when you
know where to move before panic begins.

Write It Down

e What information can someone learn from my recent posts?

e Who currently has my location?

e Where are three safe places along my normal routes?

e What boundary do I need to set with someone who tracks or
checks on me too much?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not use location tools as a substitute for relationship. Explain
the purpose, limits, and expectations of tracking. Surveillance
without trust can teach secrecy; preparation with trust can teach
safety.
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Chapter 20

Knowing Your Rights Is Not the Same as Winning an
Argument

Young Black girls can be treated as older, louder, more
aggressive, or less innocent than they are. That reality makes
preparation important. Knowing your rights matters. Knowing
how to survive a tense encounter matters too.

This chapter cannot replace legal advice, and laws differ by
place. Its purpose is to help you think before fear, anger, or
another person’s behavior chooses your next move.

During a High-Stress Encounter

e Keep your hands visible and avoid sudden movements.

e Speak clearly and avoid physically resisting, even when you
believe the situation is unfair.

e Ask whether you are free to leave. If told yes, leave calmly.

e Do not lie about your identity.

e Do not consent to a search merely because you feel
pressured; you may state calmly that you do not consent,
while not physically interfering.

e Ifdetained or arrested, ask for a lawyer and a parent or
guardian if you are a minor, then limit further discussion
until counsel is present.

e Remember names, badge numbers, locations, witnesses, and
details when you safely can.

Your goal in the moment is not to win every point. Your goal is to
protect your body, preserve your options, and document what
happened. Complaints, legal challenges, and accountability can
come afterward with support.
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Pause the Scene

Brianna was accused of stealing in a store. She felt humiliated
and began yelling. Her anger made sense. But every new
sentence gave strangers more material to describe her as
threatening. A calmer response would not have made the
accusation fair. It might have helped her preserve control and
identify witnesses.

When Friends Create the Risk

You can be affected by what happens in a car, room, bag, or
group even when an item does not belong to you. Do not carry
packages for people. Do not allow unknown items in your purse
or vehicle. Do not assume “I did not know” will erase every
consequence.

Write It Down

e  Which trusted adult would I call during a legal emergency?

e Do Iknow my home address and key phone numbers without
relying on my phone?

¢  What helps me stay calm when I feel falsely accused?

e What boundaries do I need around carrying other people’s
property?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Role-play respectful, firm responses before a crisis. Keep
emergency contacts available. Teach young people that
composure is a strategy, not surrender, and that seeking legal
help is wiser than debating complex rights in a dangerous
moment.
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Chapter 21

Survival Skills Are Not Your Final Identity

The hood can teach skills that deserve respect: reading a room,
stretching a dollar, protecting younger children, sensing danger,
improvising, working under pressure, and continuing after
disappointment. But a skill developed for survival can become a
cage when you use it everywhere.

Hypervigilance may keep you alert on one block and prevent you
from resting anywhere. Toughness may protect you from being
targeted and make it hard to receive love. Distrust may help you
recognize manipulation and keep good people outside. Silence
may keep family business private and keep pain untreated.

You Are More Than What You Had to Learn

You are not fake because you learn a new vocabulary, travel,
attend college, enter a trade, move to a safer neighborhood,
begin therapy, build wealth, or choose peace. Growth is not
betrayal. You do not have to remain wounded to prove where
you came from.

Pause the Scene

Destiny was accepted into a summer program outside her
neighborhood. Her friends joked that she was “acting White”
because she spoke differently during an interview. She almost
declined the opportunity to avoid being called changed. The
truth was that she had not stopped being herself. She was
learning how to move through more than one world.

Turn Survival Into Strategy

e Turn reading the room into emotional intelligence.
e Turn stretching money into budgeting and investing.
e Turn protecting others into leadership—with boundaries.
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e Turn improvising into entrepreneurship and problem-

solving.

e Turn toughness into disciplined courage, not emotional
isolation.

e Turn your story into wisdom, not a sentence you must keep
serving.

Faith and the Future

God does not require you to romanticize suffering. You can be
grateful for what you learned without calling every painful thing
good. You can honor people who stayed while still choosing a
different environment. You can pray for your neighborhood and
prepare to expand beyond it.

Write It Down

e Which survival skill has helped me most?

e Where does that same skill now hurt me?

e What opportunity am I afraid to accept because people may
say I changed?

e What would peace look like if I stopped treating chaos as
home?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Celebrate expansion without insulting her community. Do not
tell her she must escape everybody she loves. Help her
distinguish loyalty from limitation and roots from chains.
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Part Three Closing Reflection

Everything Offered to You Is Not for You

The streets do not have to be evil to be dangerous. Friends do not
have to hate you to lead you somewhere harmful. A person can
love you and still normalize what could destroy you. A substance
can feel good and still take more than it gives. An opportunity
can pay quickly and still cost years.

Wisdom asks a deeper question than “Can I?” Wisdom asks,
“What comes with it?”

Complete these sentences:

e I am most vulnerable to pressure when...

e The situations I need an exit plan for are...

e The people who can rescue me without shaming me are...

e The parts of my identity, body, money, and future I will
protect are...

e The life I am building requires me to say no to...

The Becoming Her Survival Promise

I will not confuse danger with excitement, impairment with
freedom, fast money with security, control with love, or survival
with destiny. I will ask questions before I accept what is offered. I
will build an exit before I enter. I will call for help when a life is
at risk. I will protect my name, my body, my location, my mind,
and my future. Where I began may shape me, but it does not get
to finish me.
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Part Four

Your Mind, Your Pain, and Your Healing

Some pain is loud. Some pain earns good grades, fixes its hair,
laughs with friends, posts beautiful pictures, and says, “I'm fine.”
This part is for the girl who has learned to function while
hurting. It is also for the girl who does not yet have words for
what is happening inside her.

Your mind is not an enemy to conquer. Your emotions are not
evidence that you are weak, dramatic, ungrateful, or lacking
faith. They are signals. Signals need attention, interpretation,
support, and sometimes professional care. You deserve help
before the pain becomes an emergency.
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Chapter 22

You Can Be Strong and Still Need Help

Black girls are often praised for being strong long before anyone
asks whether they are safe, rested, supported, or afraid. Strength
can become a compliment that quietly turns into a job
description. Soon everybody expects you to carry what should
have been shared.

The Strong-Girl Trap

Being dependable is a gift. Being required to survive everything
alone is not. The strong-girl trap tells you that crying is
weakness, asking for help is burdening people, and resting
means you are lazy. It rewards you for hiding until hiding
becomes your normal.

You may have learned to solve adult problems, care for siblings,
comfort a parent, manage conflict, or keep secrets that were too
heavy for your age. Those skills may have helped your family.
They may also have taught you that your needs come last.

Help Is a Skill, Not a Failure

Asking for help is not surrendering your power. It is using your
power wisely. Mature women do not prove themselves by
carrying every problem without support. They learn who is
trustworthy, what kind of help is needed, and when a problem
has grown beyond what friendship or prayer alone can safely
hold.

Faith can be part of healing without becoming a reason to avoid
care. Prayer, Scripture, counseling, medical treatment,
supportive adults, sleep, exercise, and healthy routines can work
together. You do not have to choose between God and qualified
help.
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Build a Help Ladder

Create levels of support before a crisis. Level one may be a friend
who listens. Level two may be a parent, auntie, teacher, coach,
pastor, school counselor, or mentor. Level three may be a
licensed therapist, doctor, crisis counselor, or emergency service.
Different problems require different levels.

Pause the Scene

Imani had become the friend everyone called. She talked
classmates through breakups, covered for her mother at home,
and helped her younger brother with homework. One night she
sat on the bathroom floor shaking and could not explain why.
Her first thought was not, “I need help.” It was, “I cannot let
anybody see me like this.” The strength that had protected her
was now keeping her alone.

Protect Your Future

e Choose three trustworthy adults and save their numbers
under clear names.

e Practice one sentence: “I am not okay, and I need you to stay
with me while we figure out the next step.”

e Notice when you are helping everybody else so you do not
have to face yourself.

e Treat sudden changes in sleep, appetite, concentration, mood,
or safety as information worth sharing.

Write It Down

e What do people expect me to carry because I seem strong?

e What do I hide because I fear being called dramatic?

e Who has earned the right to hear the truth about how I am
doing?

e What kind of help would make this week feel lighter?
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not praise resilience while ignoring distress. Ask specific
questions instead of “Are you okay?” Try: “What has been
hardest this week?” “How are you sleeping?” “Have you felt
unsafe with yourself or anyone else?” Listen without rushing to
lecture, spiritualize, compare, or fix.
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Chapter 23

Anxiety Is More Than Worry

Worry is part of being human. Anxiety becomes a problem when
fear keeps sounding an alarm even when the danger is unclear,
distant, or already over. It can live in thoughts, but it can also
live in the body.

How Anxiety Can Look

Anxiety may feel like a racing heart, tight chest, upset stomach,
headaches, sweating, trembling, restlessness, irritability, trouble
sleeping, difficulty concentrating, or a strong urge to avoid places
and people. Some girls become quiet. Others become controlling,
angry, perfectionistic, or constantly busy.

Because Black girls are sometimes judged as having an attitude,
anxiety can be misunderstood as disrespect. A nervous system in
survival mode may sound sharp, move quickly, or shut down.
That does not excuse harmful behavior, but it helps explain what
needs care.

Calm the Body Before Arguing With the Mind

When your body believes danger is present, a long motivational
speech may not help. Begin with the body: slow your breathing,
place both feet on the floor, loosen your shoulders, name five
things you see, and remind yourself where you are. Regulation
comes before reasoning.

A grounding exercise is not magic and does not replace
treatment. It creates enough space to choose the next safe step.

Avoidance Makes Fear Grow

Avoiding every uncomfortable situation can teach your brain
that discomfort equals danger. Healing often involves small,
supported steps toward what you fear—not reckless exposure,

77



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

but gradual practice with guidance. A counselor can help build
that plan.

Pause the Scene

Kayla stopped raising her hand because she feared getting an
answer wrong. Then she avoided presentations. Then she
skipped school on presentation days. Every escape gave
temporary relief, but the fear grew. What began as nervousness
had started choosing her education for her.

Protect Your Future

e Try a slow breathing pattern: inhale gently, exhale a little
longer, and repeat without forcing.

e Reduce caffeine and energy drinks if they worsen racing
thoughts or physical symptoms.

e Keep a simple record of triggers, body sensations, thoughts,
and what helped.

e Seek professional support when anxiety repeatedly interferes
with school, sleep, relationships, transportation, eating, or
daily life.

Write It Down

e  Where does anxiety show up in my body?

e What do I avoid because I fear embarrassment or failure?

e What is one small step I could take with support?

e Which coping habit calms me, and which one only distracts
me temporarily?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Help her name sensations without shaming them. Do not say,
“There is nothing to worry about,” when her body is clearly
alarmed. Say, “I believe you feel afraid. Let us slow this down
and decide whether there is danger, discomfort, or both.”
Arrange evaluation when symptoms persist or impair daily
functioning.
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Chapter 24

Depression Does Not Always Look Like Tears

Depression can look like sadness, but it can also look like anger,
numbness, exhaustion, isolation, declining grades, sleeping too
much or too little, losing interest, overeating, barely eating,
moving slowly, feeling worthless, or believing nothing will
change.

High-Functioning Pain Is Still Pain

A girl may keep making the honor roll and still be depressed. She
may post, dance, work, attend church, and make everyone laugh.
Performance can hide pain; it does not cancel it.

Depression is not a character flaw. It is not laziness, attention-
seeking, weakness, or proof that someone does not appreciate
her blessings. Gratitude and depression can exist in the same
person.

Do Not Make Permanent Decisions From a Painful Moment

Depression can speak in absolutes: nobody cares, nothing will
improve, I ruin everything, people would be better without me.
Those thoughts can feel like facts. They are signals that support is
needed, not instructions to obey.

When your mind begins talking about death, disappearing, self-
harm, or being a burden, tell an adult immediately. Do not
protect the secret. If the first person minimizes you, tell another
person. Keep telling until someone acts.

Treatment Can Be Personal

Professional care may include therapy, medical evaluation,
changes in routine, family support, school accommodations,
medication, or a combination. The right plan depends on the
person and should be guided by qualified professionals.
Improvement may be gradual, but gradual still counts.
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Pause the Scene

Zaria had stopped enjoying basketball, ignored group chats, and
slept whenever she could. Her family called it laziness because
she still got up for things she absolutely had to do. She began
wondering whether everybody would have an easier life without
her. That thought was not a private test of strength. It was an
emergency signal.

Protect Your Future

e Tell a trusted adult immediately about thoughts of self-harm,
death, or disappearing.

e Stay near safe people and reduce access to anything that
could be used for self-harm during a crisis.

e Keep basic routines small: water, food, medication as
prescribed, daylight, hygiene, and one manageable task.

e Use emergency or crisis services when there is immediate
danger; do not leave a person alone when she may act on
suicidal thoughts.

Write It Down

e What activities have I stopped enjoying?

e How have my sleep, appetite, energy, and concentration
changed?

e Have I had thoughts about hurting myself, dying, or not
wanting to be here?

e Which adult will I tell today if my answer concerns me?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Ask directly about suicide and self-harm; asking does not plant
the idea. Use plain language: “Have you thought about hurting
yourself or killing yourself?” If yes, remain calm, stay present,
remove immediate dangers when safe, and connect her to
emergency or crisis support. Do not promise secrecy.

81



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

Chapter 25

Trauma Can Keep Happening After the Event Ends

Trauma is not only what happened. It is also what the experience
taught your body and mind about safety, trust, control, and the
future. Two people can live through similar events and respond
differently. Pain does not need to win a comparison contest
before it deserves care.

When the Body Remembers

After violence, abuse, loss, accidents, community danger,
medical emergencies, or repeated instability, a person may
experience nightmares, intrusive memories, jumpiness,
emotional numbness, anger, shame, avoidance, dissociation, or
constant scanning for danger.

You may know logically that you are safe and still feel unsafe.
That is not you being crazy. It may be a nervous system that
learned danger too well.

What Happened to You Is Not Who You Are

Trauma can shape habits without defining identity. You may
have learned not to trust, not to sleep deeply, not to show
softness, or not to depend on anyone. Those adaptations once
made sense. Healing asks whether they are still serving you now.

You are not dirty because someone violated you. You are not
responsible for an adult’s abuse, a partner’s coercion, a family
member’s violence, or a stranger’s crime. Responsibility belongs
to the person who caused harm.

Healing Requires Safety and Choice

Good trauma care does not force you to tell every detail before
you are ready. It helps you build safety, coping skills, support,
and control. A trauma-informed therapist can help you process
memories without letting them run every present moment.
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Pause the Scene

After hearing gunshots outside her building, Nia started sleeping
in clothes with her shoes beside the bed. Months later, she still
jumped at car doors and fireworks. Her family told her the
danger was over. Her body had not received the message.

Protect Your Future

e Identify present-day safety: exits, trusted people,
transportation, and a place to go.

e Use grounding language: “That happened then. I am here
now. Todayis____.Icansee__ .

e Avoid using alcohol, drugs, risky sex, or constant conflict to
numb trauma symptoms.

e Choose qualified, trauma-informed support when memories,
avoidance, fear, or numbness interfere with life.

Write It Down

e  What does my body do when it senses danger?

e Which situations remind me of something painful?

e What helps me return to the present?

e What was never my fault that I have been carrying as
shame?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Believe disclosures and prioritize immediate safety. Do not
interrogate, blame, demand details, or confront an alleged
abuser in a way that increases danger. Follow required reporting
laws and seek trained professional guidance. Give the young
person choices whenever possible so help does not feel like
another loss of control.
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Chapter 26

Anger Is a Messenger, Not a Master

Anger can protect dignity. It can identify injustice, disrespect,
fear, grief, exhaustion, betrayal, or a crossed boundary. But
anger is powerful energy; without direction, it can damage the
very life it is trying to defend.

What Lives Under Anger

Sometimes anger is the emotion that feels safest. Sadness may
feel too vulnerable. Fear may feel unacceptable. Shame may feel
unbearable. Anger steps forward because it feels strong.

Ask what happened before the anger: Did I feel ignored,
embarrassed, controlled, unsafe, rejected, tired, hungry, or
reminded of an old wound? The answer does not excuse harmful
actions, but it points toward the real need.

The Stereotype Is Not Your Identity

Black girls are too often labeled aggressive for ordinary emotion,
while their pain is overlooked. You should not have to become
silent to make other people comfortable. You also deserve
communication skills that keep others from using your reaction
to erase what happened to you.

Composure is not submission. A pause can be strategy. Walking
away can be power. Documenting mistreatment can be wiser
than giving someone the explosion they expect.

Repair Is Part of Maturity

When anger leads you to threaten, insult, hit, destroy, or
humiliate, take responsibility. An apology does not mean your
original concern was wrong. It means you refuse to let a valid
feeling become permission for harmful behavior.
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Pause the Scene

Tiana was mocked in class and exploded at the teacher who told
her to calm down. The disrespect was real, but the outburst
became the only part adults discussed. Later, with support, she
wrote down exactly what happened, requested a meeting,
brought a trusted adult, and addressed both the bullying and her
response.

Protect Your Future

e Use a pause phrase: “I need a minute before I say something I
cannot take back.”

e Move your body safely: walk, stretch, breathe, or release
tension without harming yourself or anyone else.

e Write the facts before sending a message or posting online.

e Return later to state the boundary, consequence, and needed
repair clearly.

Write It Down

e What usually sits underneath my anger?

e What does anger tempt me to do that creates new problems?
e What would controlled power look like in my next conflict?
e  Who can help me advocate without escalating danger?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not demand calm while ignoring injustice. Address both the
trigger and the behavior. Model regulation, allow a cooling-off
period, then revisit facts, impact, accountability, and repair.
Repeated explosive anger may require assessment for trauma,
anxiety, depression, unsafe environments, or other underlying
concerns.
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Chapter 27

Grief Changes Shape, but It Deserves a Name

Grief is not limited to funerals. You can grieve a parent who is
alive but unavailable, a friendship, a breakup, a move, an
incarcerated loved one, lost safety, childhood innocence, a
dream, a pregnancy, a miscarriage, or the family you needed but
did not have.

There Is No Perfect Schedule

Grief may arrive in waves. A song, smell, birthday, holiday,
hallway, social post, or ordinary afternoon can reopen it. Feeling
better one day does not mean you did not love deeply. Feeling
worse later does not mean you are failing.

People may rush you because your grief makes them
uncomfortable. Healing is not forgetting, and moving forward is
not betrayal.

Complicated Feelings Are Allowed

You may miss someone and still be angry with them. You may
love a person who caused harm. You may feel relieved after a
difficult death and ashamed of the relief. Human emotions can
contradict each other without making you bad.

Grief becomes especially heavy when nobody recognizes the loss.
Naming it gives the pain a place to be witnessed.

Create a Way to Remember and Continue

Rituals can help: writing a letter, creating art, visiting a
meaningful place, cooking a recipe, praying, planting something,
keeping a memory box, or serving others in someone’s honor.
The goal is not to live in the past. It is to carry love without
letting loss end your future.
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Pause the Scene

Morgan’s cousin died, but school expected normal work two days
later. Friends stopped checking after the funeral. Months later,
she became angry whenever anyone complained about small
problems. Her grief had not disappeared; it had lost witnesses.

Protect Your Future

e Tell teachers, counselors, coaches, or employers when grief is
affecting concentration or attendance.

e Keep connection with people who let you remember without
forcing you to perform sadness.

e Watch for prolonged hopelessness, dangerous behavior,
substance misuse, or suicidal thoughts and seek professional
care.

e Give yourself permission to experience moments of joy
without guilt.

Write It Down

e What loss have I never been allowed to name?

¢ What do I miss most?

e What emotion about the loss am I ashamed to admit?

e What ritual could help me remember while continuing to
live?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Avoid clichés such as “Everything happens for a reason” or “Be
strong.” Offer presence, practical help, and patience. Keep
checking after public attention fades. Distinguish expected grief
from signs that the young person may need urgent or specialized
mental-health support.
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Chapter 28

Healing Is Not a Straight Line

You may make progress and still have a hard day. You may set a
boundary and answer the phone again. You may leave a harmful
relationship and miss the person. You may begin therapy and
feel worse before you feel clearer. Healing is movement, not
perfection.

Relapse Is Information

Falling back into an old coping habit does not erase every step
forward. It shows where support, structure, skills, or safety may
need strengthening. Shame says, “You never changed.” Wisdom
asks, “What happened right before this, and what can I change
next time?”

This does not mean harmful behavior has no consequences. It
means consequences can become instruction instead of identity.

Choose Practices That Build a Life

Healing usually depends less on one dramatic breakthrough and
more on repeated practices: sleep, nourishment, medication
when prescribed, movement, honest relationships, prayer,
therapy, boundaries, creative expression, education, and safe
community.

Not every practice will fit every person. The goal is a sustainable
collection of supports—not an image of perfect wellness for
social media.

Your Story Can Expand

The worst thing that happened to you is part of your story, but it
does not deserve every chapter. You can become more than the
girl who survived. You can learn pleasure without danger, rest
without guilt, love without losing yourself, and faith without
pretending.
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Pause the Scene

After three months away from an abusive boyfriend, Aaliyah
replied to his message. She felt ashamed and almost hid it from
her counselor. Instead, she told the truth. Together they
identified loneliness, an anniversary date, and an unblocked
account as risk factors. Her honesty turned a setback into a
stronger safety plan.

Protect Your Future

e Measure progress by honesty, safety, recovery time, and
healthier choices—not by never struggling.

e Build routines for ordinary days and separate plans for crisis
days.

e Remove access to people, places, accounts, or substances that
repeatedly pull you toward danger.

e C(Celebrate small evidence of growth: asking for help sooner,
pausing before reacting, or returning after a setback.

Write It Down

e How do I punish myself when I struggle?

e What has improved even if it is not perfect?

e What patterns usually come before a setback?

e What would a life built around peace—not just escape—
include?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Expect nonlinearity without normalizing danger. Praise honesty,
reinforce safety plans, and help the young person learn from
setbacks. Do not weaponize past mistakes during future conflict.
Healing grows where truth can be spoken without abandonment.
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Part Four Closing Reflection

You Deserve Support Before You Break

Pain does not become legitimate only when everyone can see it.
You do not have to collapse publicly, fail school, lose a

relationship, attempt suicide, or reach an emergency before you
deserve attention. Early help is not overreacting. It is protection.

Complete these sentences:

e The feeling I hide most often is...

e The person I am most willing to tell the truth to is...

e The warning signs that mean I need more support are...
e The coping habit I want to replace is...

e The kind of peace I want to practice is...

The Becoming Her Healing Promise

I will not confuse silence with strength, numbness with peace,
survival with healing, or shame with accountability. I will tell the
truth when I am hurting. I will seek support before pain chooses
for me. I will respect my mind, protect my body, and allow God,
trustworthy people, and qualified care to help me become whole.
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Part Five

Money, School, Work, and the Future

A future does not appear because you deserve one. It is built
through choices that often look small while you are making
them: finishing an assignment, asking a question, saving ten
dollars, leaving a job that is unsafe, learning a skill, protecting
your credit, and refusing money that comes with a hidden leash.
You do not need to know your entire life plan today. You do need
to learn how to recognize doors, prepare for them, and walk
through them without apologizing for wanting more.

This section is not about pretending everybody begins in the
same place. Some girls inherit college funds, transportation,
quiet bedrooms, connected parents, and room to make mistakes.
Others inherit bills, caregiving, neighborhood danger, unstable
housing, schools with fewer resources, and adults who are
already overwhelmed. Unequal beginnings are real. They are not
proof that your ending has already been decided.
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Chapter 29

Your Future Needs More Than a Dream

“I want to be successful” is a beautiful sentence, but it is not yet a
plan. A dream gives direction. A plan gives the dream
somewhere to put its feet. The difference is not talent. It is
translation: turning a hope into dates, skills, costs, applications,
practice, people, and next steps.

Dreams Need Details

Ask yourself what the life behind the title looks like. Wanting to
be a nurse means understanding science courses, clinical
training, licensing, schedules, emotional demands, and the cost
of school. Wanting to own a business means learning the service,
the customer, pricing, bookkeeping, taxes, marketing, and how to
keep going when nobody applauds.

Details do not kill a dream. Details protect it from fantasy. The
more clearly you understand the road, the less easily someone
can sell you a shortcut that leads somewhere else.

Build a Next-Step Plan

You do not need a ten-year answer. Create a ninety-day answer.
Choose one goal, identify the next three actions, and put each
action on a calendar. A goal without a date becomes something
you keep meaning to do.

Your plan should include a backup route. A backup is not
betrayal. It is wisdom. You can pursue a university and also
understand community college transfer options, apprenticeships,
certifications, military benefits, scholarships, and paid training
programs.

Find People Who Know the Road

Social media can show the highlight but rarely the paperwork.
Talk to people doing the work. Ask what they earn at the
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beginning, what training they needed, what surprised them,
what they would do differently, and what a normal week
actually feels like.

A mentor does not have to be famous. She needs to be honest,
consistent, and close enough to the path to give useful
information.

Pause the Scene

Imani tells everyone she will be a cosmetologist and own a
luxury salon. She watches transformation videos every night, but
she has not researched licensing, tuition, booth rental, sanitation
rules, or business insurance. A local stylist offers to let her
observe on Saturdays. Imani feels embarrassed that she knows
so little, but one month of asking questions gives her more
direction than a year of scrolling.

Protect Your Future

e Turn one dream into a written ninety-day plan.

e Research the actual training, cost, timeline, and entry-level
pay.

e Identify one primary route and one responsible backup
route.

e Ask a working professional at least five honest questions.

Write It Down

e What dream do I repeat without researching?

e What is the next action—not the whole journey?
e  Who already knows something I need to learn?
e What shortcut am I tempted to believe in?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Praise ambition, then help translate it. Avoid crushing a dream
because the first plan is incomplete. Sit beside the young person
and research requirements, deadlines, transportation, costs, and
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alternatives. Support should increase clarity, not take over
ownership.
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Chapter 30

School Is a Tool, Not a Measure of Your Worth

A report card measures performance in a particular system
during a particular period. It does not measure your full
intelligence, creativity, courage, leadership, or future value. But
refusing to let grades define you is not the same as pretending
they do not matter. School is one tool, and learning how to use
the tool can open choices.

Intelligence Has More Than One Shape

Some students learn quickly from lectures. Others need
movement, examples, repetition, discussion, or quiet. You may
be brilliant with people, machines, words, numbers, design,
rhythm, organization, or problem-solving and still struggle in a
classroom built around one method.

Alearning difference is not laziness. Neither is a hard home life.
Still, explanation must lead to support—not become permission
to disappear from your own education.

Ask Before You Are Drowning

Many girls wait until failure is public because asking for help
feels like admitting they are not smart. Ask earlier. Visit the
teacher, counselor, tutor, coach, librarian, or trusted classmate.
Request the missing instructions. Break one large assignment
into smaller pieces.

If concentration, reading, memory, anxiety, depression,
caregiving, housing, or safety is affecting school, tell a trusted
adult. You may qualify for accommodations or other support.

Education Has Multiple Doors

A four-year college can be powerful, but it is not the only
respectable route. Community college, trade school,
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apprenticeships, certifications, union training, entrepreneurship,
public service, and military pathways can all create opportunity.

The question is not which path sounds most impressive at
graduation. The question is which path is credible, affordable,
aligned with your strengths, and connected to a life you actually
want.

Pause the Scene

Kayla has missed twelve assignments while caring for her
younger brothers at night. Her teacher sees zeros and assumes
she does not care. Kayla sees shame and stops attending. A
counselor helps arrange a meeting, a revised schedule, after-
school access to a computer, and a realistic catch-up plan. The
situation is still hard, but silence is no longer making it harder.

Protect Your Future

e Check grades and missing work before the crisis point.

e Ask for tutoring, accommodations, or counseling when
needed.

e Compare education paths by total cost, completion rate, and
job outcomes.

e Never sign school-loan documents you do not understand.

Write It Down

e What makes learning easier for me?

e Where am I hiding because I feel behind?

e Which education path fits my life rather than somebody
else’s image?

e What support could change my next semester?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not reduce a child to grades, but do not ignore chronic
academic trouble. Investigate the reason: skill gaps, learning
differences, bullying, mental health, work hours, caregiving,
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transportation, or disengagement. Build a plan with the student
rather than delivering another speech at her.
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Chapter 31

Work Can Build You Without Owning You

Your first jobs may teach you more than the tasks listed on the
application. You learn how people communicate, how managers
use power, how money feels after taxes, how to show up when
you are tired, and how quickly a workplace can become unsafe
when nobody knows their rights.

Your Reputation Starts Small

Being on time, communicating clearly, keeping your word,
learning quickly, and treating people with respect can create
references that follow you. Reliability is not glamorous, but it is
valuable.

Do not confuse professionalism with accepting disrespect. You
can be accountable and still have boundaries. You can correct a
mistake without allowing someone to humiliate, threaten, touch,
harass, or exploit you.

Know What You Are Agreeing To

Read the schedule, pay rate, tip policy, uniform costs, probation
rules, and expectations. Keep copies of important messages and
pay stubs. Track your hours. Ask how and when you are paid.

Be cautious when a job requires upfront fees, vague duties,
private hotel meetings, secret communication, pressure to
recruit friends, or promises of unusually high money for little
work. A job should not require access to your body or silence
about what happens there.

Leave Strategically

Sometimes quitting is necessary. Safety comes first. When
possible, line up transportation, documents, a reference, and the
next source of income. Give notice when the workplace deserves
it and when doing so is safe.
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A bad job is not proof that you cannot work. It may be your first
lesson in what kind of environment, leadership, and schedule
help you thrive.

Pause the Scene

Tiana’s manager changes her hours after the shift, then tells her
she must be confused. She begins photographing the posted
schedule and keeping a note of each clock-in and clock-out.
When the next paycheck is short, she has facts instead of only
frustration. An adult helps her raise the issue safely and
document the response.

Protect Your Future

e Keep your identification, work documents, pay stubs, and
schedule records secure.

e Track hours and compare them with every paycheck.

e Tell a trusted adult about harassment, threats, wage
problems, or unsafe tasks.

e Do not meet a recruiter or employer alone in a private
location when the situation feels unclear.

Write It Down

e What do I want my work reputation to say?

e Which workplace behavior would I never accept again?
e What skill can I build at my current job?

e Who can help me understand my rights?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Teach workplace skills before a crisis: applications, interviews,
taxes, direct deposit, harassment reporting, documentation, and
resignation. Believe a young person who reports unsafe
behavior. Help her preserve evidence and identify appropriate
local resources rather than confronting danger impulsively.
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Chapter 32

Money Is a Tool—Learn to Tell It Where to Go

Money can buy options, time, safety, transportation, education,
rest, and generosity. It can also become a source of fear,
comparison, secrecy, and control. Learning money is not about
becoming greedy. It is about becoming harder to trap.

Start With What Actually Comes In

Budgeting begins with truth. Write down income after taxes and
every regular expense. Include transportation, food, phone,
subscriptions, beauty, giving, family contributions, and the small
purchases that disappear because they feel too minor to count.

A budget is not punishment. It is a plan made before emotion,
pressure, and advertising decide for you.

Give Every Dollar a Job

Begin with needs, then savings, then wants. Even a small
emergency fund changes what you can say no to. Ten dollars
saved consistently is not embarrassing. It is evidence that you
are practicing control.

Use separate categories or accounts when possible: spending,
bills, emergency, and goals. Automate savings when you can. The
goal is not to look rich. The goal is to become stable.

Watch the Emotional Spending

Sometimes you are not buying the item. You are buying relief,
belonging, revenge, attention, or the feeling that your life is
moving. Pause before purchases made after rejection, conflict,
boredom, or comparison.

Ask: Would I still want this if nobody saw it? What will this cost
me next week? Is there a cheaper way to meet the real need?
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Pause the Scene

After seeing her friends post matching birthday outfits, Nia uses
nearly her entire paycheck on clothes, lashes, and a dinner
deposit. Two days later, she has no bus money for work. The
pictures look expensive; the week feels desperate. She begins
using a twenty-four-hour pause for nonessential purchases and
keeps transportation money separate.

Protect Your Future

e Know your take-home pay, not just the advertised rate.

e Build an emergency fund before trying to impress anyone.

e Protect PINs, passwords, account numbers, and payment
codes.

e Never allow a romantic partner or friend to control your
entire paycheck.

Write It Down

e What feeling most often makes me spend?

e What expense keeps surprising me even though it happens
regularly?

e  What would a $500 emergency fund protect me from?

e What does financial peace look like in my real life?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Make money conversations normal. Show how bills, taxes,
savings, and comparison shopping work. Avoid shaming small
mistakes while ignoring the fact that the young person was
never taught. Give increasing responsibility with supervision,
then let natural consequences teach when safety is not at risk.
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Chapter 33

Credit Can Open a Door or Lock One

Credit is a record of how borrowed money and bills have been
handled. It can influence apartments, cars, insurance, phones,
loans, and sometimes employment. Because the consequences
arrive later, credit mistakes are easy to package as harmless
today.

Borrowing Is Spending Future Money

A credit card does not increase your income. It lets you move
tomorrow’s money into today and pay for the privilege. Interest
turns a small purchase into a larger one when the balance is not
paid.

Before borrowing, ask what the total repayment will be, not only
the monthly payment. A low payment can hide a long and
expensive obligation.

Protect Your Name

Do not cosign because somebody says love should trust.
Cosigning means the debt can become yours. Do not let anyone
put utilities, phones, cars, apartments, or business accounts in
your name unless you understand and accept full responsibility.

Guard your Social Security number and identification. Check
statements. Freeze or monitor credit when identity theft is
suspected. Family pressure does not make financial harm less
real.

Build Slowly and Cleanly

When you are old enough and ready, begin with a small,
manageable account, use little of the limit, and pay on time—
ideally in full. Payment history and balances matter more than
trying to collect multiple cards.
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Good credit is useful. It is not wealth. A high score with no
savings is still fragile, and a luxury car payment can make a
person look successful while removing every other option.

Pause the Scene

Brianna’s older cousin asks to put a phone plan in Brianna’s
name because “my credit is messed up, but I'll pay it.” Brianna
wants to help and fears looking selfish. She asks to see the full
contract and learns she would owe the bill and device balances if
her cousin stopped paying. She says no and offers to help
research prepaid options instead.

Protect Your Future

e Never sign a loan, lease, card application, or phone contract
without reading it.

e Do not cosign under emotional pressure.

e Use official credit-reporting channels and dispute unfamiliar
accounts quickly.

e Keep account alerts on and review statements every month.

Write It Down

¢ What did my family teach me about debt—directly or
indirectly?

e Where might guilt make me risk my financial name?

e What purchase could wait until I can afford it?

e  Who can review a contract with me before I sign?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Teach credit before companies do. Explain interest, minimum
payments, cosigning, identity theft, buy-now-pay-later products,
auto loans, and student debt with real numbers. Never use a
child’s identity or credit. If family financial harm has already
occurred, take responsibility and help repair it.
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Chapter 34

Your Gift Still Needs a Skill

Being talented can get attention. Skill keeps the opportunity.
Whether your gift is singing, braiding, writing, athletics, cooking,
design, caregiving, organizing, speaking, or making people feel
seen, practice turns potential into something dependable.

Talent Is the Beginning

A gift can feel natural, which makes practice seem unnecessary.
But the world often pays for consistency, quality, speed, safety,
and the ability to solve a problem repeatedly—not for one
impressive moment.

Study the craft. Learn the boring parts. Accept correction
without turning every note into rejection. Build a portfolio that
shows what you can do.

Learn the Business Around the Gift

If people pay you, you have more than a hobby. Learn pricing,
costs, scheduling, customer communication, contracts, taxes,
records, and how to separate business money from personal
spending.

Exposure is not always payment. Decide when free work is
strategic and when it is exploitation. A person who praises your
gift while refusing to respect your time may be using admiration
as currency.

Do Not Let Visibility Replace Development

Going viral can create attention before you have systems,
boundaries, or emotional readiness. Build the foundation before
the crowd arrives. Own copies of your work, understand
platform rules, and be cautious about signing agreements you
have not reviewed.
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Your gift does not require you to expose every part of your life.
You can create publicly and still keep parts of yourself private.

Pause the Scene

Zuri’s braiding videos begin getting thousands of views. People
want appointments, but she underprices, overbooks, and spends
every payment. Soon she is exhausted and losing money. A
mentor helps her calculate product costs, set deposits, create
policies, and schedule rest. Her talent did not change; her
structure did.

Protect Your Future

e Practice your craft on a schedule, not only when inspired.

e Keep a portfolio, references, and records of completed work.

e Use written agreements for serious paid work.

e Have a trusted adult or qualified professional review
contracts before signing.

Write It Down

e What gift do people consistently notice in me?

e What skill would make that gift more dependable?

e  Where am I giving away work because I fear losing
approval?

e What system would help me grow without burning out?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Encourage the gift without romanticizing it. Help the young
person learn both craft and business. Protect her from adults
who want access, labor, content, or contracts without
transparency. Celebrate discipline as much as applause.
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Chapter 35

Leaving Is Not the Same as Forgetting

You may love your neighborhood and still want safer streets. You
may be proud of your people and still want different schools,
housing, work, or opportunities. Growth is not betrayal.
Sometimes the people who love you will understand. Sometimes
your change will expose what they have stopped believing is
possible.

You Are Allowed to Want More

Wanting peace does not mean you think you are better than
everyone. Wanting a different life does not erase where you
came from. The hood may have given you humor, awareness,
creativity, loyalty, and survival skills. It may also have required
you to normalize things that hurt.

Gratitude and honesty can exist together. You can honor what
raised you without repeating everything it taught you.

Expect Resistance

When you change, some relationships must adjust. A friend may
call you fake because you stop fighting. A relative may mock
your speech, boundaries, savings, education, or therapy. Their
discomfort is not always proof that you are wrong.

Do not become cruel or ashamed of others. But do not shrink
your life to protect people from examining theirs.

Take People With You Wisely

You cannot rescue everyone by sacrificing the future you are
building. Help in ways that are sustainable: information,
encouragement, referrals, rides when safe, tutoring, honest
conversation, and opportunity.
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Do not hand over your rent, credit, peace, or safety to prove
loyalty. You can love people without becoming their emergency
plan for every choice.

Pause the Scene

Maya receives a scholarship two states away. Her best friend
says, “You’re about to forget everybody.” Maya almost turns it
down because guilt feels like loyalty. Instead, she creates a plan
to stay connected, comes home during breaks, and shares
scholarship information with younger girls. Leaving expands
what she can bring back.

Protect Your Future

e Build relationships in the place you are going before you
arrive.

e Keep important documents and emergency money accessible.

e Set limits on what you can give without endangering your
own stability.

e Let growth change your routines, not your compassion.

Write It Down

e What part of growth makes me feel guilty?

e Who celebrates my expansion rather than only my
availability?

e What do I want to carry forward from where I come from?

e  What must stop with me?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not use loyalty to punish growth. Prepare young people for
homesickness, culture shock, code-switching pressure, financial
emergencies, and the need for new community. Remind them
that returning home should be a choice rooted in love—not a
sentence created by guilt.
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Part Five Closing Reflection

Build a Future That Gives You Choices

The purpose of education, money, work, credit, and skill is not to
make you more valuable. You were valuable before your first
achievement. These tools help you create choices: the choice to
leave danger, rest without panic, help without drowning, walk
away from disrespect, care for people you love, and pursue work
that fits your gifts.

You will make mistakes. You may choose the wrong class, job,
major, relationship, purchase, or plan. A wrong turn is not the
end of the road when you are willing to tell the truth, learn,
repair, and choose again.

Complete these sentences:

e The future I want feels like...

e The skill I most need to build is...

e The money habit that would give me more peace is...

e The person I can ask for practical guidance is...

e The decision my future self is asking me to make now is...

The Becoming Her Future Promise

I will not confuse looking successful with becoming stable. I will
learn before I sign, ask before I assume, save before I show off,
and practice before I demand applause. I will use school, work,
money, credit, and my gifts as tools—not as measures of my
worth. I will build a future that gives me choices, and I will not
apologize for becoming more than survival required.
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Part Six

Faith, Character, and the Woman You Are Becoming

Faith is not a costume you put on for church, and character is not
something you perform when adults are watching. Both are built
in private choices: what you do with power, how you handle
temptation, whether your word can be trusted, how you repair
harm, and who you become when nobody is clapping.

This section is not asking you to become perfect. It is inviting you
to become anchored. A rooted woman can still be hurt, confused,
tempted, and tired, but she is less easily purchased by attention,
pressure, fear, or applause.
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Chapter 36

Faith Has to Become Yours

You may have inherited church clothes, Bible verses, prayers,
and traditions. You may know when to stand, when to say amen,
and which answers adults expect. But inherited language is not
the same as a personal foundation.

At some point, every young woman has to ask what she actually
believes, why she believes it, and whether her faith can survive
questions. Honest questions do not frighten God. Pretending can
damage you more than doubt because pretending teaches you to
hide instead of seek.

Borrowed Faith Cannot Carry Every Weight

Your mother’s prayers can cover you, but they cannot make
every decision for you. Your grandmother’s testimony can
inspire you, but it cannot replace your own relationship with
God. The faith that steadies you at sixteen must eventually
become a faith you can reach for at twenty-six when nobody is
standing beside you.

Personal faith grows through prayer, Scripture, wise community,
reflection, and lived experience. It also grows when you admit, “I
do not understand this yet,” and keep searching instead of
walking away because one person gave you a shallow answer.

God Is Not the Voice of Shame

Conviction points toward truth and repair. Shame says you are
permanently dirty, ruined, or unworthy. Those are not the same
message. A healthy faith tells the truth about choices while still
leaving the door open for forgiveness, safety, wisdom, and a new
beginning.

Be careful when people use God to control you. Anyone who tells
you that questioning them is the same as questioning God is

111



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

placing themselves where they do not belong. Spiritual authority
should make room for accountability, not demand blind loyalty.

Build a Practice, Not Just a Mood

You will not always feel spiritual. Some mornings prayer will feel
powerful; other mornings it may feel dry. A practice carries you
when emotion changes. Five honest minutes can matter more
than an hour of performance.

Try a simple rhythm: read a short passage, write what stands
out, name what you are carrying, ask for wisdom, and sit quietly
long enough to hear your own thoughts. Faith becomes durable
through repetition.

Pause the Scene

Imani sings in the youth choir and posts Bible verses, but
privately she is angry with God because her father is absent. She
feels guilty for the anger and begins avoiding church. A trusted
woman tells her, “You do not have to lie to God to keep God.”
Imani writes an honest prayer for the first time in months.
Nothing changes overnight, but she stops confusing honesty with
disrespect.

Protect Your Future

e Ask questions in safe places where curiosity is welcomed.

e Do notlet one harmful religious person define God for you.

e C(Create a small daily or weekly spiritual practice you can
sustain.

e Judge spiritual leaders by humility, accountability, and the
fruit of their lives.

Write It Down

e Which parts of my faith feel personal, and which parts feel
borrowed?

e What question have I been afraid to ask?

e When do I feel closest to God?
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e Who is a spiritually mature person I can talk to without being
shamed?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Welcome honest questions. A young person who is allowed to
ask may build a stronger faith than one who is trained only to
repeat. Never use fear, humiliation, or public exposure as
spiritual correction. Model apology and accountability so faith is
associated with truth rather than performance.
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Chapter 37

Character Is Who You Are When the Room Changes

Reputation is what people think about you. Character is what
your decisions reveal over time. Reputation can be edited with a
caption. Character cannot.

The world may reward appearance quickly, but life eventually
asks deeper questions. Can you be trusted? Do you keep your
word? How do you act when you have the advantage? What do
you do after you are wrong?

Small Choices Become a Pattern

Character is rarely built through one dramatic moment. It grows
through ordinary choices: returning money that is not yours,
telling the truth when a lie would be easier, refusing to laugh
when someone is humiliated, showing up when you said you
would, and admitting when you did not.

One mistake does not define you, but repeated excuses can
become a lifestyle. Pay attention to what you repeatedly permit
in yourself.

Integrity May Cost You Something

Telling the truth may cost popularity. Keeping a boundary may
cost a relationship. Refusing dishonest money may cost a quick
opportunity. Integrity is not free, but neither is living with a
divided self.

Every time you act against what you know is right, you teach
yourself not to trust your own voice. Every time you honor your
values under pressure, your inner confidence grows.

Repair Is Part of Character

Good character does not mean never causing harm. It means
taking responsibility without turning the apology into a speech
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about your intentions. A complete apology names what
happened, recognizes the impact, makes repair where possible,
and changes behavior.

“I am sorry you felt that way” is not repair. “I said something
cruel, it embarrassed you, and I will not repeat it” is closer to
truth.

Pause the Scene

Zaria sees a classmate’s wallet fall from her backpack. Nobody
else notices. Zaria needs money and briefly thinks about taking
it. She turns it in. Later, nobody gives her an award. The decision
still matters because she knows she did not sell her integrity for
a temporary need.

Protect Your Future

e Make promises carefully and keep the ones you make.

e Correct lies quickly before they require more lies.

e Apologize without blaming the person you hurt.

e Choose friends who respect honesty instead of mocking it.

Write It Down

e What do I do differently depending on who is watching?

e  Where have I been making excuses for a repeated choice?
e What promise do I need to keep or honestly renegotiate?
e Isthere someone I owe a real apology?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Praise integrity more than image. Let young people see adults
admit mistakes and make repairs. Avoid labeling a child as
“bad”; address the behavior, the harm, and the next right step.
Character grows best where truth is expected and restoration is
possible.
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Chapter 38

Boundaries Are Not Disrespect

A boundary is a clear statement about what you will accept, what
you will do, and what you will not continue participating in. It is
not a punishment. It is not an attempt to control another person.
It is a way of protecting what is yours to steward: your body,
time, attention, peace, money, and future.

Girls are often taught to be nice even when something feels
unsafe. You may be called selfish, rude, dramatic, difficult, or
“too grown” for saying no. Those names can pressure you to
abandon yourself.

A Boundary Needs an Action

“Do not yell at me” is a request. “If you keep yelling, I will end
the conversation and leave” is a boundary because it names
what you will do. You cannot force another person to change, but
you can decide your response.

Boundaries become real through consistency. Repeating a
boundary without acting may teach people that your no can be
negotiated.

Family Can Cross Lines Too

Love does not erase the need for limits. A relative can be loved
and still be unsafe to lend money to, travel with, confide in, or be
alone with. Respect for elders does not require silence about
harm.

When you are a minor, some boundaries may require adult help.
Find a safe adult, counselor, teacher, coach, or advocate who can
help you create protection you cannot create alone.
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Guilt Does Not Always Mean You Are Wrong

If people benefited from your lack of boundaries, your growth
may disappoint them. Their disappointment is not automatic
evidence that you have done something wrong.

You can be compassionate without being endlessly available. You
can forgive without reopening access. You can love someone
from a safer distance.

Pause the Scene

Nia’s cousin repeatedly borrows clothes and returns them
damaged. When Nia says no, the cousin calls her fake. Nia feels
guilty and almost gives in. Instead she says, “I love you, but I am
not lending clothes anymore.” The cousin stays angry for a week.
The relationship survives, and Nia learns that discomfort is not
danger.

Protect Your Future

e Use short sentences: “No.” “That does not work for me.” “I am
leaving now.”

¢ Do not overexplain a safety boundary.

e Tell a trusted adult when someone ignores your physical or
sexual boundaries.

e Block, mute, leave, document, or report when necessary.

Write It Down

e  Where do I say yes while my body is saying no?

e  Who respects my no without punishing me?

e What boundary needs an action attached to it?

e What guilt am I willing to feel in order to protect my peace?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not force affection, secrets, or access in the name of family.
Teach children that respectful adults accept boundaries. When a
young person reports discomfort, respond with calm belief and
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protection rather than interrogation or concern about
appearances.
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Chapter 39

Your Voice Is a Responsibility

Your voice can defend, encourage, expose, create, organize, and
heal. It can also wound, spread rumors, humiliate, and turn a
private mistake into public entertainment. Having a voice is
power. Power requires discipline.

Silence is not always weakness, and speaking is not always
courage. Wisdom asks: Is this true? Is it mine to tell? Is this the
right time? Will speaking increase safety or simply increase
noise?

Speak Up When Safety Is at Stake

When someone is being threatened, abused, exploited, bullied,
trafficked, or pressured, telling a safe adult is not snitching.
Secrecy protects the person causing harm. You are not
responsible for carrying dangerous information alone.

You may not be able to confront the person directly. Safety
comes first. Document what you can, preserve messages, and
involve trustworthy adults or authorities when necessary.

Do Not Turn Pain Into Content

A friend’s breakdown is not your live stream. A fight is not
entertainment. Somebody’s nude image, medical emergency,
grief, or humiliation should never become your chance to gain
views.

The internet rewards speed, but character sometimes requires
you to put the phone down, offer help, and refuse to make a
permanent record of someone’s worst moment.

Learn the Difference Between Privacy and Secrecy

Privacy protects dignity. Harmful secrecy protects danger. A
friend may ask you to keep a crush private; that is different from
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asking you to hide abuse, overdose risk, self-harm, or an adult’s
sexual behavior.

You can say, “I care about you too much to keep a secret that
could get you hurt.”

Pause the Scene

At a party, a girl passes out and several people start recording.
Aaliyah tells them to stop, checks whether the girl is breathing,
and gets an adult. Some people call her dramatic. Later the girl
receives medical care. Aaliyah’s voice was not popular in the
moment, but it was useful.

Protect Your Future

e Pause before posting when emotions are high.

e Never forward intimate images or humiliating videos.

e Tell a safe adult about threats, abuse, overdose risk, or self-
harm.

e Use your voice to clarify truth, not multiply rumors.

Write It Down

e  When have I used my voice to protect someone?

e What kind of information is not mine to share?

e  Who can I tell when a secret becomes unsafe?

e Do my words usually leave people clearer, safer, or smaller?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Teach the difference between tattling for attention and reporting
for safety. Reward truth-telling even when the young person was
also involved in the mistake. Do not punish disclosure so harshly
that children learn secrecy is safer than honesty.
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Chapter 40

Forgiveness Does Not Mean Foolishness

Forgiveness is often taught to girls as immediate access: hug
them, speak to them, trust them again, and stop talking about
what happened. That is not the only form forgiveness can take.

Forgiveness can release your commitment to revenge while
wisdom changes the relationship. Reconciliation requires more
than your private decision. It requires truth, accountability,
safety, and changed behavior from the person who caused harm.

You Can Forgive and Still Leave

You may forgive an ex and never date him again. You may
forgive a relative and stop sharing personal information. You
may forgive a friend and choose a different circle. Forgiveness
does not erase evidence.

Godly love is not the same as unlimited access. Even compassion
needs wisdom.

Trust Is Rebuilt Through Evidence

Apologies are words. Trust is restored through consistent
behavior over time. Pressure to “move on” quickly often benefits
the person who wants relief from consequences.

You are allowed to observe. You are allowed to require
accountability. You are allowed to decide that some relationships
will never return to their old form.

Forgive Yourself Too

You may carry anger toward yourself for staying too long,
believing a lie, sending the message, taking the drink, or ignoring
the warning. Self-forgiveness does not deny responsibility. It
refuses to turn a mistake into a life sentence.
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Learn what the decision can teach you, make repairs where
possible, and stop rehearsing your worst moment as though it is
your full identity.

Pause the Scene

Kayla’s former friend posts a private message and later
apologizes because others criticize her. Kayla accepts the apology
but does not return to the same level of closeness. Some people
accuse her of holding a grudge. Kayla knows the difference
between hatred and caution.

Protect Your Future

e Look for changed behavior, not emotional speeches.
e Do not meet privately with someone who has threatened or

harmed you.

e Let trusted adults help evaluate whether reconciliation is
safe.

e Practice self-forgiveness through truth, repair, and new
choices.

Write It Down

e  Who taught me that forgiveness requires access?

e What evidence would be necessary before trust could return?

e What mistake do I need to stop using as a weapon against
myself?

e (CanIrelease revenge without denying what happened?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Never force reconciliation between a young person and someone
who harmed them. Do not use religion to rush safety decisions.
Teach that forgiveness, accountability, legal consequences, and
protective distance can exist at the same time.
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Chapter 41

Become the Woman Your Younger Self Needed

Growing up is not only about escaping what hurt you. It is also
about becoming someone who does not reproduce the same
harm. The goal is not merely to survive the neighborhood, the
household, the relationship, or the season. The goal is to become
whole enough to create something different.

Your younger self may have needed protection, explanation,
patience, affection, structure, or someone who believed her. You
cannot go backward and change every scene, but you can decide
what kind of woman will stand in the next one.

Break Cycles With Specific Choices

“I will do better” is a beginning, not a plan. Name the cycle.
Maybe your family avoided conflict until it exploded. Maybe
money disappeared without explanation. Maybe affection came
with control. Maybe nobody apologized. Breaking a cycle means
choosing a different behavior repeatedly.

You may need therapy, mentoring, spiritual guidance, financial
education, parenting classes, or distance from chaos. Growth is
not betrayal. It is stewardship.

Softness and Strength Can Live Together

You do not have to become hard to become safe. Discernment is
not bitterness. Boundaries are not cruelty. Rest is not laziness.
Tears are not defeat.

The strongest version of you may be the one who no longer has
to prove strength every hour.

Let Your Life Become Evidence

You do not have to announce every transformation. Let your
choices show it: the way you speak to yourself, the people you
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allow close, the money you save, the education you pursue, the
help you accept, and the peace you protect.

Becoming is not a performance. It is a lifetime of returning to
truth.

Pause the Scene

Janelle grew up hearing adults insult one another during every
disagreement. When she notices herself doing the same thing
with her little sister, she stops, apologizes, and tries again. The
moment seems small. It is not. A family pattern has been
interrupted.

Protect Your Future

e Name one family or neighborhood cycle you want to end.

e Find one older woman whose life reflects the future you
want.

e Choose one practice that makes your life safer and steadier.

e Give yourself permission to be both strong and cared for.

Write It Down

¢ What did my younger self need most?

e Which cycle am I committed to ending?

e What does a safe, mature woman look like in everyday life?
e What evidence of growth can I already see in myself?

For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Young people learn adulthood by watching it. Let them see
healthy disagreement, budgeting, rest, apology, prayer,
boundaries, and help-seeking. Do not demand that they heal
family wounds without changing the environment that created
them.
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Part Six Closing Reflection

Anchored, Not Perfect

You do not need a flawless past to build a faithful future. You
need truth, humility, practice, wise support, and the courage to
keep choosing again.

Faith gives you somewhere deeper to stand than public opinion.
Character helps you trust yourself. Boundaries protect what you
are building. Your voice becomes a tool instead of a weapon.
Forgiveness releases you without requiring foolishness. And
maturity teaches you to become what you once needed.

Complete these sentences:

e The value I refuse to trade for acceptance is...

e The boundary that will protect my becoming is...
e The way I want to use my voice is...

e The cycle I will not pass forward is...

e The woman I am becoming is...

The Becoming Her Character Promise

I will let my faith become honest and personal. I will build
character in small choices, protect my life with boundaries, use
my voice responsibly, forgive without abandoning wisdom, and
become a woman my younger self would recognize as safe. I do
not have to be perfect to be anchored. I will keep becoming.
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Part Seven

BECOMING HER

Becoming is not a makeover. It is not a sudden glow-up, a perfect
relationship, a diploma, a certain body, or a life that finally looks
impressive online. Becoming is the quiet work of choosing truth
repeatedly until truth becomes the way you live.

This final section is not about arriving. It is about learning how
to keep growing without abandoning yourself. You will need
wise women, honest accountability, courage after mistakes, and
a vision of your future strong enough to compete with whatever
is demanding your attention today.
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Chapter 42

You Need Women Who Tell You the Truth

Every girl needs friends, but every girl also needs women who
have lived long enough to recognize a road before she reaches
the dangerous turn. A mentor is not somebody who controls
your life. She is somebody safe enough to ask hard questions,
humble enough to admit what she does not know, and mature
enough not to compete with you.

You may have grown up around adults who were physically
present but emotionally unavailable. You may love your mother
and still need another woman who understands a part of your
life she cannot. Seeking guidance is not betrayal. Healthy
community has room for more than one trustworthy voice.

Choose carefully. Age alone does not make a person wise. A safe
mentor respects your boundaries, keeps appropriate confidence,
refuses secret relationships, does not use money or gifts to
control you, and never asks you to hide the relationship from the
adults responsible for your care.

Sisterhood matters too. The right friends do more than celebrate
your pictures. They protect your name when you are absent, tell
you when you are drifting, refuse to turn your pain into
entertainment, and make room for your growth. Real sisterhood
is not perfect, but it is honest and safe.

What They Say

“Nobody can tell me anything. I have to learn everything for
myself.”

What It Costs

Learning every lesson through personal damage is expensive.
Wisdom allows you to borrow somebody else’s lesson without
borrowing her wound.
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Pause the Scene

You are considering a decision that feels exciting but risky. One
friend says, “Do it—life is short.” Another laughs at your concern.
A trusted older woman asks what you want your life to look like
one year from now. Which voice is helping you think beyond
tonight?

The Truth Without the Lecture

Advice should not replace your judgment; it should strengthen it.
A trustworthy circle helps you slow down, gather facts, and
remember who you are when pressure makes you forget.

Protect Your Future

e Identify three women whose lives show qualities you respect.

e Notice whether their private behavior matches their public
advice.

e Ask one woman for a monthly check-in rather than waiting
for a crisis.

e Keep at least one friend who can challenge you without
humiliating you.

e Leave any “mentoring” relationship that becomes secretive,
sexual, controlling, or financially manipulative.

Write It Down

e Who tells me the truth without trying to run my life?

e What quality do I need most in a mentor right now?

e Do my closest friendships make wise choices easier or
harder?

Talk to Somebody

Choose one trusted adult and tell them the part of this chapter
that felt most personal. Ask them to listen before giving advice,
then help you name one next step.
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Do not demand instant disclosure or force closeness. Consistency
builds trust. Be honest about your own mistakes without making
the young person responsible for your emotions. Model apology,
confidentiality with clear safety limits, and the difference
between guidance and control.
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Chapter 43

Your Mistakes Do Not Get the Final Word

At some point, you will make a choice you wish you could take
back. Maybe you already have. Shame will try to turn a bad
decision into a permanent name: stupid, dirty, ruined, addicted,
fast, hopeless, just like everybody said. Shame does not merely
describe what happened; it tries to decide who you are allowed
to become next.

Responsibility and shame are not the same. Responsibility says,
“I did this, somebody may have been hurt, and I need to face the
truth.” Shame says, “This is all I am, so there is no reason to
change.” Responsibility opens a door. Shame locks it.

Recovery may include telling the truth, receiving medical care,
reporting abuse, ending a relationship, returning money,
apologizing, changing your number, entering treatment,
repeating a class, or accepting consequences. Grace does not
erase reality. Grace gives you enough courage to deal with reality
without destroying yourself.

You are not required to announce every painful detail publicly.
Healing is not content. Tell the people who need to know and the
people qualified to help. Privacy can protect dignity; secrecy that
keeps danger alive cannot.

What They Say

“I already messed up, so it does not matter what I do now.”

What It Costs

One mistake becomes a pattern when hopelessness convinces
you that stopping would make no difference.
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Pause the Scene

A private picture was shared, you failed a class, you relapsed, or
you returned to somebody who hurt you. Your first impulse is to
disappear. What changes when your first call is to a safe adult
instead?

The Truth Without the Lecture

The next right decision still counts, even when it cannot undo the
last wrong one. Your future is shaped not only by what
happened, but by what you practice after it happened.

Protect Your Future

e Get safe first; do not confront a dangerous person alone.

e Tell one qualified, trustworthy adult the unedited truth.

e Handle urgent health, legal, academic, or financial
consequences promptly.

e Remove easy access to the person, place, app, or substance
pulling you backward.

e Build a written recovery plan with specific people, dates, and
actions.

e Measure progress by honesty and consistency, not perfection.

Write It Down

¢ What mistake have I allowed to become my identity?

e What consequence needs my attention now?

e What is the next right decision I can make within twenty-four
hours?

Talk to Somebody

Choose one trusted adult and tell them the part of this chapter
that felt most personal. Ask them to listen before giving advice,
then help you name one next step.
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Respond to disclosure with steadiness. Safety comes before
anger, reputation, or punishment. Ask what happened, whether
the young person is currently safe, and what professional
support is needed. Accountability matters, but humiliation drives
danger underground.
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Chapter 44

Become the Author of Your Own Life

There will always be voices. The voices may change, but they will
not disappear. Today it may be a friend, a boy, an influencer, a
family expectation, or the fear of being left out. Tomorrow it may
be a boss, a partner, a paycheck, a title, or the pressure to keep a
life that no longer fits.

Maturity is not silence around you. It is clarity within you. It is
knowing your values before the offer arrives. It is recognizing
that every yes spends something: time, attention, energy, access,
reputation, money, peace, or possibility. Wisdom asks whether
the purchase is worth the price.

You do not have to know your entire future. You need a
direction, a few honest people, and the courage to keep
correcting your course. A meaningful life is built through
ordinary choices repeated when nobody is clapping: waking up,
studying, saving, leaving, apologizing, praying, applying, resting,
trying again.

You are allowed to want more than survival. You are allowed to
build a peaceful home, learn a trade, earn a degree, own a
business, create art, raise children or not raise children, travel,
serve, lead, heal, and become unfamiliar to every prediction that
tried to shrink you.

The girl you are today does not have to carry the whole future at
once. She only needs to protect the next page.

What They Say

“This is just the life I was given.”

What It Costs

When circumstance becomes identity, you may stop looking for
choices that are still available.
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Pause the Scene

Imagine yourself at twenty-five looking back at tonight. She does
not demand perfection from you. She asks for one decision that
made her life safer, freer, or stronger. What does she hope you
choose?

The Truth Without the Lecture

You may not control where the story began, what other people
did, or which doors were closed. You can still become an active
author: choosing your values, seeking help, building skill,
correcting mistakes, and refusing to surrender the pen.

Protect Your Future

e Write five values that will guide major decisions.

e C(Create a one-year vision for health, learning, money,
relationships, and faith.

e Choose one ninety-day goal and break it into weekly actions.

e Decide in advance what you will not trade for attention or
money.

e Review your circle, digital habits, spending, and schedule
every month.

e Keep proof of your growth: certificates, journal entries,
savings records, finished work, and answered prayers.

Write It Down

¢ What kind of woman do I want to be when nobody is
watching?

e  What must I stop rehearsing because it belongs to an old
version of me?

e Whatis one page of my life I am ready to write differently?

Talk to Somebody

Choose one trusted adult and tell them the part of this chapter
that felt most personal. Ask them to listen before giving advice,
then help you name one next step.
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For the Parent, Mentor, or Youth Leader

Help young women create real opportunities, not only inspiring
speeches. Offer rides, introductions, tutoring, applications, job
practice, financial education, safe space, and follow-through.
Hope becomes believable when adults help build a bridge
toward it.
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Part Seven Closing Reflection

She Is Already Becoming

You may have opened this book looking for rules. What you have
been given is something stronger: questions, tools, language,
warnings, and permission to think. Rules can tell you where not
to step. Wisdom helps you recognize the cliff when nobody
posted a sign.

The woman you are becoming will not be made in one dramatic
moment. She is being formed whenever you tell the truth, ask for
help, protect your body, save a little money, leave what is unsafe,
study when you are tired, forgive without reopening a dangerous
door, and choose peace over performance.

You do not need to hate the girl you used to be in order to
become someone new. Thank her for surviving. Teach her what
she did not know. Then keep walking.

Complete these sentences:

e The voice I need to turn down is...

e The truth I need to believe is...

e The woman I will ask to walk with me is...

e The mistake I will no longer use against myself is...
e The next page I am ready to write is...

The Becoming Her Promise

I will not hand my identity to people who profit from my
confusion. I will listen beneath the packaging and count the real
cost. I will protect my body, mind, future, faith, and peace. I will
ask for help before danger becomes a secret. I will take
responsibility without surrendering to shame. I will choose
people who tell me the truth and love me without controlling me.
I will remember that a setback is not a sentence. I am not
finished, ruined, trapped, or forgotten. I am learning. I am
healing. I am building. I am becoming her.
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A Letter From Your Future Self

Dear Me,

I remember the nights you thought one decision would decide
your whole life. I remember how loud everybody sounded and
how quiet your own wisdom felt. I remember wanting to be
chosen so badly that you almost stopped choosing yourself.

Thank you for the small decisions nobody celebrated. Thank you
for blocking the number, telling the truth, finishing the
application, sitting in the counselor’s office, saving the first
twenty dollars, going back to class, leaving the party, asking the
question, and trying again after embarrassment.

Not everything became easy. Some consequences took time.
Some people misunderstood your boundaries. Some doors
closed. But other doors opened because you were still alive, still
learning, and finally prepared to walk through them.

I do not need you to be perfect for me. I need you to stay honest.
Protect our body. Feed our mind. Guard our name. Do not
confuse attention with love or chaos with chemistry. Let safe
people help. Keep something sacred that the internet cannot
touch.

The life I live is being built by choices that feel ordinary to you
right now. Please keep going. I am here because you did.

With love and gratitude,

The woman you are becoming
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Final Word

Keep the Pen

The world will keep speaking. Let it speak. You have learned to
listen differently.

Ask who benefits. Ask what is missing. Ask who carries the
consequence. Ask whether the offer respects your whole future
or only wants access to your present hunger. Ask whether love is
still love when you say no. Ask whether freedom leaves you with
more choices tomorrow.

Then listen for the voice that does not have to shout: the voice of
wisdom, dignity, faith, experience, and the future woman inside
you.

Keep the pen.
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The Becoming Her Field Guide

Tools for the Decisions Nobody Can Make for You

This field guide turns the ideas in the book into tools you can use
in real life. You do not have to complete it in one sitting. Mark
the pages that match what you are facing now, return to them
when pressure gets loud, and share them with a trustworthy
adult when you need support.

These pages are not a test of whether you are a “good girl.” They
are a way to slow down, tell yourself the truth, and protect the
woman you are becoming. A wise decision is not always the
decision that feels easiest in the moment. It is the decision that
still respects you after the moment passes.

When a situation involves immediate danger, abuse, threats, self-
harm, overdose, or someone who cannot be awakened, stop
using the worksheet and get emergency help from a trusted adult
Or emergency services.
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Tool 1: The Five-Question Decision Filter

Use this filter before a decision that involves your body,
reputation, safety, money, school, freedom, or future. When
somebody demands an immediate answer, that urgency is
information. Safe people can usually tolerate a pause.

1. What is really being offered?

Name the offer without the packaging. Is it attention, money,
escape, belonging, a ride, a substance, sex, secrecy, or approval?

2. What is being asked from me?

Count more than money. The price may be access to your body,
your password, your silence, your time, your location, your
loyalty, or your future choices.

3. Who carries the consequences?

The person persuading you may disappear while you live with
the medical, emotional, legal, academic, financial, or family
consequences.
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4. Would | choose this without pressure?

Remove the fear of losing the person, missing out, looking
scared, or being called childish. What would you choose with a
clear mind?

5. Will tomorrow'’s version of me feel protected?

Picture yourself tomorrow morning, six months from now, and
at age twenty-five. Does the decision give those versions of you
more freedom or less?

The Pause Sentence

Practice saying: “I do not make important decisions under
pressure. I will answer after I think and talk to somebody I
trust.”

My Decision
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Tool 2: Read the Packaging, Count the Price

The loudest part of an offer is usually the promise. Wisdom also
studies what is hidden, minimized, or delayed.

What the package says What I also need to ask

“Everybody does it.” Who is “everybody,” and who
is quietly dealing with
consequences?

“It will help you relax.” What happens to judgment,

control, safety, and the
feelings waiting afterward?

“You can trust me.” Does this person respect my
no, my privacy, my pace, and
my other relationships?

“This is easy money.” What risk, secrecy, debt,
dependence, or control is
attached?

“You are mature for your Why does this person need

age.” me to feel older before I am
ready?

“It is only one time.” Could one time create a

record, pregnancy, infection,
overdose, arrest, injury, habit,
or bond?

“Do not tell anybody.” Is secrecy protecting my
dignity, or protecting
somebody else from
accountability?

A Current Offer | Need to Examine
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Tool 3: Pressure Translator

Pressure often disguises itself as affection, jokes, urgency, guilt,
or loyalty. Translate the sentence before you answer it.

What they say What it may really mean

“If you loved me, you would.” | I want access more than I
respect your boundary.

“Do not be scary.” I need you to ignore your
instincts so I can get my way.

“You are acting brand-new.” | Your growth is making the
old arrangement harder for
me.

“You owe me.” I am treating kindness, gifts,

rides, or attention like a
contract for your body or
obedience.

“Your mother does not need An informed adult might

to know.” recognize what I am doing.

“Answer me right now.” A pause might help you see
the risk.

“You are the only one I can I may be trying to isolate you

trust.” and make you responsible for
me.

“I was just playing.” I do not want to be
accountable for crossing your
boundary.

My strongest pressure trigger is...
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My prepared response is...
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Tool 4: The Exit Plan

Leaving safely is more important than leaving dramatically. You
do not owe a perfect explanation to a situation that is becoming
dangerous.

1. Notice the first sign that the situation has changed: people
arriving, doors locking, weapons appearing, substances being
mixed, arguments escalating, phones being taken, or
pressure increasing.

2. Move closer to an exit, staff member, security camera, trusted
woman, family group, or well-lit public place.

3. Contact your safe person using a direct sentence or code
word. Share your location when it is safe to do so.

4. Leave with the safest available option. Do not get into a
vehicle with an impaired or aggressive driver.

5. Do not return alone for property. A phone, jacket, bag, or
shoes can be replaced; you cannot.

6. After leaving, tell the truth about what happened. Safety
planning works better when trusted people have accurate
information.

My safe people

My code word or emergency phrase
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Places | can go without explaining everything first

Transportation options
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Tool 5: Digital Safety Reset

Your phone can hold your location, private conversations,
financial access, photographs, school information, and the names
of people you love. Digital boundaries are real boundaries.

Use a strong device passcode that is not your birthday,
address, or a simple pattern.

Turn on two-step verification for email, social media,
banking, and cloud photo accounts.

Review which apps can see your precise location, contacts,
camera, microphone, and photos.

Do not share passwords as proof of love. Trust is not
surveillance.

Assume any image can be copied, screen-recorded,
forwarded, backed up, or shown to someone else.

Block and report accounts that threaten, impersonate,
blackmail, stalk, or repeatedly contact you after being told to
stop.

Save evidence of threats before blocking when doing so is
safe. Tell a trusted adult rather than negotiating alone.

Do not meet an online contact privately, especially when they
resist public plans or adult awareness.

Accounts | need to secure this week
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People who should no longer have my location, password, or
private access
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Tool 6: Relationship Reality Check

A relationship can contain good moments and still be unsafe.
Judge the pattern, not only the apology, gift, chemistry, or social-

media post.

Green signs

Red signs

Respects “no” without
punishment

Guilt, anger, threats, or
silence after a boundary

Supports friendships, family,
school, and goals

Tries to isolate you or make
every plan about them

Takes responsibility and
changes behavior

Apologizes repeatedly while
the pattern continues

Protects your privacy

Demands passwords, location,
pictures, or constant proof

Handles conflict without fear
or humiliation

Yelling, insults, public
embarrassment, property
damage, intimidation

Accepts your pace

Pressures sex, substances,
money, secrecy, or
commitment

Your body feels mostly calm
and safe

You feel watched, afraid,
confused, exhausted, or
responsible for preventing
their anger

The pattern | have been excusing
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The boundary | need to set

The person who can help me set it safely
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Tool 7: Consent and Body Autonomy Check

Consent is a freely chosen, informed, specific, and ongoing yes.
Silence, freezing, previous consent, gifts, a relationship title,
flirting, clothing, or being under the influence do not create
permission.

I can say no before anything begins.

I can change my mind after saying yes.

I can agree to one thing and refuse another.

I do not owe physical access because someone spent money,
gave me a ride, or says they love me.

A person who continues after my no, fear, freezing, or
inability to consent is not respecting me.

What happened to me is not made acceptable because I knew
the person, liked the person, returned to the person, or did
not fight.

The boundary | want to say clearly

The safest setting in which to communicate it
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Who | will tell if the boundary is ignored
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Tool 8: Substance Situation Plan

You do not have to debate substances to protect yourself. Decide
before the party, car, house, or pressure arrives.

My refusal lines

“No.I am good.”

“I do not take anything I did not get from a medical
professional and verify.”

“I have somewhere to be, and I need my mind clear.”
“Do what you choose. I already chose.”

“I am leaving. This changed.”

My nonnegotiable rules

I will not take an unknown pill, powder, gummy, drink, vape,
Or mixture.

I will not ride with someone who is impaired, angry, racing,
or showing off.

I will not leave a friend unconscious or assume they can
“sleep it off.”

I will get adult or emergency help when someone cannot be
awakened, is breathing strangely, turns pale or blue, has a
seizure, collapses, or seems dangerously confused.

I will not let fear of punishment become more important
than a life.

My ride-home plan
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The adult | can call without first arguing about consequences
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Tool 9: Mind and Mood Check-In

A difficult day is not the same as a crisis, but pain deserves
attention before it becomes unbearable. Use this page weekly or
whenever you notice yourself disappearing from your own life.

Over the past two weeks, my sleep has been...

My appetite and energy have been...

Things | usually enjoy now feel...

The thought | keep replaying is...

The feeling | am hiding most is...
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| feel safest when...

The person | can tell the unedited truth is...

One appointment or conversation | need is...

Immediate Safety Question

Am I thinking about hurting myself, disappearing, dying, or
making other people sorry by harming myself? If the answer is
yes, maybe, or “I do not know,” tell a trustworthy adult now and
do not remain alone with the thought.
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Tool 10: Money Starter Page

Money cannot solve every problem, but learning to direct it can
create choices. Start with what you have, not what you wish you
had.

Monthly money coming in Amount

Job or allowance

Side work or business

Other

Total

Monthly money going out Amount

Transportation

Phone

Food

Clothing/beauty

Entertainment

Giving/helping family

Savings

Debt

Other

Total

My first three money goals

1. Emergency savings goal:

2. SKkill, class, license, or equipment goal:

3. Future goal:
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Before | spend, | will ask

Do I need it, use it, or only want the feeling attached to
buying it?

What goal will this delay?

Am I spending because I am hurt, bored, pressured, or trying
to look successful?

Can I wait forty-eight hours before buying it?
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Tool 11: School, Skill, and Work Map

Your route may include college, a trade, certification, military
service, entrepreneurship, direct employment, or several routes
over time. The goal is not to copy somebody else’s path. The goal
is to build useful skills and real choices.

A problem | would like to help solve

Skills I already have

Skills | need to build
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Three possible routes

1. Route one:

2. Route two:

3. Route three:

My next ninety days
1. One person to interview about their career
2. One application, class, visit, or certification step

3. One document to prepare: résumé, identification, transcript,
portfolio, or references

4. One habit to practice weekly

164



BECOMING HER « LUCIUS ALSTON

Tool 12: The Trusted Circle Map

No one person should have to be your counselor, banker,
emergency ride, spiritual guide, career coach, and best friend.
Build a circle with different kinds of support.

Emergency adult

Name: Contact:

Health or counseling support

Name: Contact:

School or career guide

Name: Contact:

Faith mentor

Name: Contact:

Money mentor

Name: Contact:

Safe relative

Name: Contact:

Truth-telling friend

Name: Contact:
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Transportation backup

Name: Contact:

A trustworthy person usually...

e respects boundaries and confidentiality while acting when
safety requires help;

¢ does not sexualize, threaten, shame, isolate, or financially
exploit you;

e admits what they do not know and helps you find qualified
support;

e cares about your whole future, not only your immediate
obedience;

e is consistent when there is nothing to gain.
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Real-Life Decision Labs

Read each situation without rushing to judge the girl. Identify the
pressure, the hidden price, the safest next step, and the adult
support needed. These are not stories about “bad girls.” They are
practice for complicated moments.

Decision Lab 1: The Ride That Changes

Nia expects a ride home from a friend after a school event. When
she gets into the car, the driver smells like alcohol and two older
boys are in the back seat. Everyone laughs when she reaches for
the door and tells her not to be dramatic.

Work the scene

e What changed after Nia entered the car?

e What pressure is being used?

e What is the safest action even if it feels embarrassing?
e Who should know what happened?

My safest response

Decision Lab 2: “You Are So Mature”

A sixteen-year-old receives daily messages from a twenty-four-
year-old who compliments her intelligence and says girls his age
are “too much drama.” He asks her to keep the friendship private
because people will misunderstand.
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Work the scene

e Which statements are designed to lower her guard?
e Who benefits from the secrecy?

e What evidence should be saved?

e Which trusted adult should be involved?

My safest response

Decision Lab 3: The Picture

A boyfriend says he feels rejected because Maya will not send a
nude picture. He promises to delete it, reminds her that he
bought her birthday gifts, and says every other girl trusts her
boyfriend.

Work the scene

e Isthis affection or pressure?

e What does the gift have to do with consent?

e What can happen after an image is sent?

¢ What sentence can Maya use to end the conversation?

My safest response
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Decision Lab 4: Easy Money

A friend offers Tasha cash to receive packages at her house and
send them to another address. She is told not to open anything
and not to use her real name in messages. The money would help
with her phone bill.

Work the scene

e What parts of the offer are intentionally vague?
e Whatrisk is being transferred to Tasha?

e What need is making the offer attractive?

e What safer options could address that need?

My safest response

Decision Lab 5: The Bathroom Stall

At a party, a girl offers Zuri a pill and says it is the same
medication her cousin takes for anxiety. Zuri has been feeling
overwhelmed and does not want anyone to think she is childish.

Work the scene

e What information is missing?

e  Why does the pill’s appearance prove nothing?
e What feeling is being exploited?

e How can Zuri leave without debating?
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My safest response

Decision Lab 6: The Secret That Is Hurting

A friend tells Amari that her mother’s boyfriend enters her room
at night and makes her uncomfortable. She begs Amari not to tell
because she fears being blamed and separated from her siblings.

Work the scene

e What promise should Amari not make?

e How can she respond without interrogating her friend?
e Which safe adult or professional needs to know?

e How can Amari remain supportive after telling?

My safest response

Decision Lab 7: “I Am Fine”

For three weeks, Kayla has stopped eating lunch with friends,
sleeps through class, gives away a necklace she loves, and jokes
that everybody would be better without her. She becomes angry
when anyone asks questions.
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Work the scene

e  Which changes deserve immediate attention?

e Why is asking directly about safety not an accusation?

e  Why should a friend involve an adult even if Kayla objects?
e What should not be left for tomorrow?

My safest response

Decision Lab 8: The Apology Cycle

After every argument, a partner sends flowers, posts a tribute
online, and promises to change. Within days, the name-calling,
location checking, and threats begin again. The good moments
make leaving feel disloyal.

Work the scene

e What matters more: the apology or the pattern?
e What makes separation potentially dangerous?
e Who should help create an exit plan?

e What access should be changed after leaving?

My safest response
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Eight-Session Discussion Guide

This guide can be used by a parent, mentor, church, school
group, community program, or trusted circle. The leader should
create a respectful environment, avoid forcing personal
disclosures, and know how to connect a young person with
qualified help when safety concerns arise.

Session 1: Who Gets to Name You?

Focus: Identity, comparison, beauty standards, belonging, and
the voices shaping self-worth.

Conversation starters

e  Which voices are loudest in a young woman’s life?

e How can affirmation become manipulation?

e What does identity look like beyond appearance and
popularity?

Action

Create a “voices audit” and choose one voice to turn down this

week.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.

Session 2: Attention, Love, and Pressure

Focus: Affection versus access, consent, boundaries, red flags,
and digital intimacy.

Conversation starters

e What does respect look like after someone says no?

e  Why can loneliness make pressure harder to recognize?
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e Which relationship behaviors are often romanticized but
unsafe?

Action

Write and practice three boundary sentences.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.

Session 3: Parties, Substances, and Exits

Focus: Pre-decisions, refusal skills, impaired driving, unknown
substances, and emergency action.

Conversation starters

e Why is deciding before the event powerful?

e What makes girls hesitate to call an adult?

e How can a group protect one another without becoming
responsible for everything?

Action

Complete the Exit Plan and save safe contacts.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.

Session 4: Pain, Anger, and Asking for Help

Focus: Anxiety, depression, trauma, grief, self-harm warning
signs, counseling, and faith.
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Conversation starters

How does pain hide behind achievement, jokes, anger, or
silence?

What makes help feel shameful?

How can faith communities support treatment rather than
replace it?

Action

Identify one trusted adult and one professional support option.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,

imminent danger, or self-harm.

Session 5: Money, School, and Choices

Focus: Budgeting, work, credit, education routes, skill-building,
and fast-money traps.

Conversation starters

What is the difference between looking successful and
becoming stable?

Which skills create choices?

How can family pressure affect money decisions?

Action

Create a ninety-day skill or savings goal.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.
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Session 6: Faith, Character, and Boundaries

Focus: Personal faith, integrity, spiritual manipulation,
forgiveness, and generational change.

Conversation starters

e When does religious language become control?

e How are forgiveness and access different?

e What boundary would protect peace without becoming
cruelty?

Action

Write a personal character promise.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.

Session 7: Recovery After a Mistake

Focus: Responsibility without shame, getting safe, repairing
harm, and building new patterns.

Conversation starters

e What is the difference between guilt and shame?
e Who needs to know after a mistake?
e Why does the next right decision still matter?

Action

Build a twenty-four-hour next-step plan.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
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policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.
Session 8: Becoming the Author

Focus: Values, mentors, vision, practical opportunity, and the
future-self letter.

Conversation starters

e What values should guide major decisions?

e What opportunities require adult support?

e How can the group remain connected after the program
ends?

Action

Write and share one promise to your future self.

Leader note

Invite participation without demanding disclosure. Redirect
gossip, shame, or graphic storytelling. Follow safeguarding
policies when a young person describes abuse, exploitation,
imminent danger, or self-harm.
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Guide for Parents, Mentors, and Youth
Leaders

How to Become the Adult She Can Tell

Young people often test the safety of an adult with a small truth
before sharing the larger one. Your first response teaches her
whether honesty will bring help or humiliation.

Control your face and voice long enough to hear the whole
story.

Say, “I am glad you told me,” before discussing consequences.
Ask whether she is safe right now and whether anyone has
threatened her.

Do not promise absolute secrecy. Explain that safety may
require involving qualified help.

Separate urgent protection from later discipline or family
conversation.

Do not make her comfort you about what happened.

Write down essential facts in her own words when reporting
or professional support may be needed.

Continue checking in after the crisis. Disclosure is the
beginning of support, not the end.

Questions That Open a Door

“What part feels hardest to say out loud?”

“Are you safe with this person right now?”

“What are you afraid will happen if an adult knows?”

“Do you want me to listen first, help you make a plan, or
both?”

“Has anyone threatened you, your family, your pictures, or
your reputation?”

“What would make tonight safer?”
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Responses That Close the Door

e “Itold youso.”

e  “Why did you go back?”

e “What were you wearing?”

e “You are embarrassing this family.”
e  “You are too smart for this.”

e “Donot tell anyone else.”

e “We will handle it ourselves.”

Support Beyond Conversation

Wisdom without access can sound like a speech. Practical care
may include transportation, appointments, application fees,
identification documents, tutoring, a safe place to sleep, legal
advocacy, counseling, childcare, interview clothing, food, or
consistent follow-up.
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Personal Commitments

My Nonnegotiables

I will not trade the following for attention, money, acceptance, or
fear of being alone:

My Warning Signs

I know I am losing myself when...
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My Return Plan

When I notice those signs, I will...
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My Becoming Her Statement

Write one paragraph describing the woman you are becoming—
not only what she owns or achieves, but how she thinks, loves,
chooses, works, rests, worships, and protects her peace.
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Resource Page to Complete With a Trusted
Adult

Resources differ by location and may change. Complete this page
with a parent, guardian, counselor, mentor, or youth leader
before a crisis. Verify every number and address locally.

Local emergency number:

Local crisis or mental-health support:

Nearest hospital or urgent care:

School counselor or student support:

Sexual assault support organization:

Domestic violence support organization:

Child protection reporting line:

Substance-use treatment or recovery support:

Legal aid organization:

Trusted church or community contact:

Safe transportation contact:

Other:
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