@

| —=—

BODKGANG

Inside the Creation of
People of Means

ot st e e, s o e

Book Gang Podcast Transcript:

Nancy Johnson (00:01)
Hi everybody, I'm Nancy Johnson, author of People of Means and The Kindest Lie.

Warm Intro for Listeners:

I am so thrilled that Nancy Johnson is joining Book Gang to discuss her richly layered
second novel, People of Means, which explores race, class, ambition, and resistance in
1960s Nashville and 1992 Chicago, offering readers a perfectly baked reading experience
for Black History Month.

At the heart of this story, Johnson poses a singular question to the reader: "What does the
world require from people of means when injustice is served?”

In the 1960s timeline, Freda has been relatively sheltered from racism in her community,
the daughter of a wealthy Black family, thanks to her father's work as a doctor. Now a
student at Fisk University, she discovers a very different version of the world, detailed
heart-wrenchingly, with her first realization when faced with the separation of



bathrooms for Blacks and whites as one of her biggest awakenings to this segregation.
When her life becomes entangled with an activist, she must decide whether to follow the
carefully fought-for and laid-down path carved by her parents or risk her privilege for
others.

In the 90s timeline, Freda's daughter, Tulip, lives a life mirroring her mother's. As the
Rodney King trial spurs protests on the Chicago streets, she feels called to use her PR
credentials in morally gray ways to help the movement. As she fights on a public platform,
she also must fight on a private one as she navigates racism in her workplace. As another
woman of means, she risks sullying her family's reputation to stand up for what she
believes in, unaware of or unable to understand her mother's complex history in the same
fight.

If you're new here, Hi! I'm Amy Allen Clark, the voice behind the Book Gang podcast and
the founder of MomAdvice.com, and I'm so excited to share this free discussion on People
of Means.

Johnson's story is anchored by two protest movements that permanently reshaped how
Americans understand justice, visibility, and responsibility—and both feel uncannily
present in our world today. When I selected this book for our book club last year, I had no
clue that protests would emerge all over the world as we simultaneously began to read
this story together.

Digging into the two timelines in Nancy's story, readers uncover the early 1960s in
Nashville, a crucible of the Civil Rights Movement. Students at Fisk University, many of
them young, disciplined, and meticulously trained in nonviolent resistance, organized
sit-ins that challenged segregation. Their protests weren't loud in the way we often
imagine resistance today, but quiet, strategic, and most importantly, relentless. By simply
refusing to move, they exposed the moral bankruptcy of Jim Crow and helped transform
Nashville into one of the first Southern cities to begin desegregation. The world shifted
because these students proved that ordinary people, especially young people, could force
institutional change by showing up again and again, even when the personal cost was
high.

Three decades later, the protests following the Rodney King verdict and the killing of
Latasha Harlins marked a different kind of rupture. The 1992 uprisings revealed what
happens when systems meant to protect instead excuse violence, and when grief and rage
spill into the streets because justice has failed behind closed doors. This moment forced a
national reckoning with police brutality, media narratives, and whose pain is deemed
credible.



Together, these moments form a call-and-response across generations—one rooted in
disciplined nonviolence, the other in explosive outrage—yet both asking the same
question: What happens when the system refuses to hear you?

And like those movements, what's unfolding in Minnesota today echoes the same pattern:
seemingly ordinary people stepping forward when structures of power fail their
communities. Following a large federal immigration enforcement operation in the Twin
Cities — and, tragically, the deaths of unarmed community members during protests
against that operation — thousands have taken to the streets, have organized mutual-aid
efforts, have stood with clergy, unions, and neighbors in bitter cold temperatures to
demand accountability and transparency. Change is happening right now, and many of
the most significant voices at the center of these movements are people of means who are
just beginning to use their voices.

Reading itself is an act of resistance in a world where stories can be weaponized or
buried. Tech overlords would love nothing more than for us to stop reading and using our
brains because when we choose to read books like People of Means, we are choosing to sit
with hard histories, to let empathy complicate our certainty, and to celebrate the courage
it takes to confront injustice — not just in the headlines but in the everyday places where
most of us live our lives. Books give us language for experiences we might never
encounter personally, and that language equips us to act more boldly in our own
communities and to speak up in grounded ways.

So as you turn these pages — or listen to this conversation — remember: ordinary people
have always fueled progress, and reading is one of the quietest, mightiest ways we
prepare ourselves to answer the call to change.

This week's book club episode is open to all listeners thanks to the generous support of
our Patreon community and through Buy Me a Coffee who helped me cover this year's
expenses. And if you'd like to keep the conversation going, you're invited to join our
Patreon Book Club chat on February 26th at 8 PM ET, where we'll dive deeper into
spoilers, themes, and reader reactions. Membership is $5 a month, or you can prepay for
the year and save 10%. This month you'll also receive a 36-page reading guide for
February with 16 reviews on buzzy books, all the book adaptation news, and a shopping
list for the new release books on store shelves this month.

Now let's meet this week's guest: Nancy Johnson is a native of Chicago's South Side, where
she worked for more than a decade as an Emmy-nominated, award-winning television
journalist at CBS and ABC affiliates nationwide.



Her second novel, People of Means, published by William Morrow/HarperCollins, was
named one of PEOPLE Magazine's Most Anticipated Books of 2025, with praise from NPR,
Real Simple, Southern Living, Woman's World, and more.

Her debut novel, The Kindest Lie, was a New York Times Editors' Choice and received
widespread critical acclaim. A graduate of Northwestern University and UNC-Chapel Hill,
Nancy lives in downtown Chicago, where she works as a director of brand journalism and
storytelling for a major healthcare nonprofit.

One final thing: if you love this show, leaving a review on iTunes is a free way to support
my work, or if you feel compelled, joining our Patreon enables us to continue offering this
independent podcast commercial-free.

And to our patrons who keep the lights on at Book Gang: keep fighting the good fight in
your book stacks and beyond. Thank you for supporting human creators in a world turned
upside down by AI' Now let's get chatting!

(transition music)

Amy Clark (00:07)

Nancy, I am so excited to have you on the show. I could not think of a more perfect pick
for Black History Month than your book. I screened roughly a hundred books and I only
got to pick eight books for our year because readers get to choose some and we had one
holiday social this year and this book just blew my socks off. I had read your debut. I loved
it. I love this book so, so much as well. I think this is just exactly what we need in our
Black History Month picks.

You have two timelines, which is a huge undertaking. But before we get started, I have to
talk about getting to watch you speak at Fitz University because it was such an impactful
talk. I was crying. I was so moved by what you did there. Can you talk to me about that
experience and what it was like to be in that space, especially as it's so celebrated in your
book.

Nancy Johnson (01:06)

It was a fabulous full circle moment to be at Fisk University to speak about my book,
People of Means, which takes place there. And I say the reason that it was such a special
moment was because my team at William Moore Harper Collins, my publisher had been
trying forever to get through to officials at Fisk to get them to read the book. Cause we
felt if they read the book and saw that it featured Fisk so prominently that they would be
all over it and want their community to read it. But we didn't get any response.



And then after the book came out, I got a message in my DMs on Instagram from this
woman who is the chief of staff to the president of Fisk. She said she happened to be in
Parnassus Books in Nashville, saw my book, just kind of was attracted to the cover,
opened it and read on the first page that it was set at Fisk. And she's like, oh my God, so
she bought it. She said she read it in a day, loved it. Then she told everybody at Fisk about
it and they decided to make it an all community, all school read. So students, faculty, and
alumni read the book and they invited me to come on campus to speak. And I had the
opportunity to speak in Jubilee Hall. And Jubilee Hall is featured prominently at the start
of the book. And it just felt, it just had goosebumps there in that space and reading from
the book.

And I told them when I spoke that I didn't graduate from Fisk, but I have a long family
tradition. So many people in my family went there. And so I did the whole family role
going back from 1927 to I think 2009. And I read the names of members of my family who
attended and the year they graduated. And it was a surreal moment.

Amy Clark (02:41)

Oh my goodness. Well, it was so special. I felt like it was so wonderful to be able to
experience that virtually. We will link to that in the show notes if people want to see you
speak at the university because I think it was so impactful. And, you know, as someone
who's an observer and had read the book, I thought what a full circle moment for you to
be able to do that in that space.

Nancy Johnson (03:15)
It was wonderful.

Amy Clark (03:16)

Well, let's talk about this book. I don't know what it was like to come up with this concept
as well as was this a two book deal? Did you have a two book deal with The Kindest Lie or
did you have to sell this book on its own? I just want to hear all about just spark of idea to
the sale of this book.

Nancy Johnson (03:35)

Yes, so I did not have a two book deal. So far I've only had one book deal. I kind of like
having a one book deal actually. Some people love a two book deal because they feel it
gives you a little more security that you know you've got something else coming. I kind of
like selling each book on its own and that's what happened with The Kindest Lie. And
then once I finished The Kindest Lie, I have what's called an option clause in my contract



where I have to submit three chapters and a detailed summary of something new. And the
something new that I submitted was People of Means.

The idea for People of Means came to me in, well really based on the events of the
summer of 2020 with the murder of George Floyd. I saw so many people who were
sparked to activism, people from different backgrounds and walks of life were getting
involved in movements for change. And I kept thinking, what is it that motivates people to
do this because we all have lives of our own, we have jobs or you're going to school and
you've got family.

What is it that motivates people to do this? So that was part of the impetus for it. And
then a few months after the murder of George Floyd, Representative John Lewis died. And
he's this larger than life civil rights icon, but I happened to read and also watched a
documentary that he was a student activist when he was 18, 19 years old. He was in
Nashville on a college campus and he was leading protests and he was leading sit-ins at
Five and Dime lunch counters and I kept thinking, wow, he's a college student, you know,
freshman, sophomore in college, you're trying to figure out your class schedule and the
syllabus and date and fall in love and make friends and do all these normal things that we
do. What is it like to also be leading a movement for change?

And so that's how the idea came about and the character of Freda was born. And then the
other main character in the book is Tulip. And she is this young woman in 1992, Chicago,
who's a public relations professional at the time of the acquittal of the officers who beat
Rodney King. And that was inspired by my own life. I was a student in 1992 in college and
at Northwestern University. So was in the Chicagoland area. And that was my first taste of
activism. It was the first time I had ever marched.

And so that's how I came up with that idea. So really the story was born of those two
moments.

Amy Clark (06:06)
Wow. So how long did this process then take you for researching and preparing the story
for us and getting it ready to sell?

Nancy Johnson (06:15)

So I didn't do all the research beforehand. I mean, I did some of it. I knew enough to write
those first three chapters and to sell it to my publisher at William Morrow Harper Collins.
But from there, there's still so much to do to research and to bring the story to life. And I
think we all believe we know about the civil rights movement because we have studied it



in school. We've read about it. We've seen documentaries, things on TV about it. But there
are some misnomers.

We don't really know what it's like to get to know the real people and the intimate lives of
the people who were involved in the movement. And there's also the misconception that if
you were black at the time in the 50’s and 60’s, that it was automatic that you were in the
movement, that you're carrying a picket sign out there, but that's not the case. There was
so much else going on. So many people who were afraid; there was a lot of danger. So for
some people, this is too dangerous to get involved.

And then when you have a character like Freda, her parents, not only was it about the
danger, but they told her, we sent you to Fisk, to this esteemed university, to get your
education. And that that's how you can be excellent, that's how you can resist, is through
doing well in your studies and then contributing to your community. So I wanted to
explore all of that. And so I had to do the research to get that right, because I couldn't just
open a book and it wouldn't tell me everything that I needed. And so I started asking
around to find women who were students at Fisk around the time that Freda would have
been there. And I interviewed four or five women and they gave me phenomenal stories
that really brought this book to life.

Amy Clark (08:00)

Yeah, I don't know why I've never thought about that they were kids, right? At some point,
these people were children and they were, you know, doing something really revelatory at
that time. But I think in my mind, I always think of where they're at, like the height of
where they went with their careers versus we all start from somewhere. And it was, it
shouldn't feel like I wouldn't know that. But I guess in a way, I think most historical fiction
books have already put them in this really high up position and that's where we start
stories. And to think about them just being college students and what they were first
doing in those early days just never even occurred to me, honestly.

Nancy Johnson (08:43)

Right, right, and that's what I love about a coming of age story, because it's kind of telling
you where people were at their start, in the beginning, right? And I just found that to be
fascinating, to be so young and to be doing something that is so monumental and that
really changes the country and changes the world.

Amy Clark (08:49)

Yeah, absolutely. Well, I feel like the title itself really invites some interpretations. Did you
know that that was always going to be the title of your story or how did you guys all land
on that?



Nancy Johnson (09:12)

I have gotten so lucky when it comes to titles. So with the first book, The Kindest Lie, and
then with People of Means, the first title that I submitted to my publisher ended up being
the title that stuck. But that is not a common occurrence. I have so many friends who are
authors and they have to submit maybe 15 title options to their publisher. Then the
publisher will come up with maybe 15 and then they rank them and they try to figure out
what the title should be and I did get really lucky that People of Means stuck.

I love a title that has layered meaning. So multiple layers of understanding and that's the
way it was with both of my novels. And so for People of Means, on its face, it's about the
socioeconomic status of the characters. Freda and Tulip are middle class, upper middle
class women. And so that's one way to think of people of means.

And it was also for me to title a book about black people as People of Means, it felt very
revolutionary in some ways because it kind of turns on its head some of the
misconceptions of what it means to be black in America. So I love that I could title this
People of Means because there are so many black people who are in the middle class and
upper middle class echelon of society.

But then the other meaning is about who we are as people in our capacity to love, to build
community, to live our lives out loud and on purpose. And I think if we are able to do that
in the world, any of us, all of us can be people of means. And so to me, it felt like a way to
wrap my arms around the reader, reading community, and bring them in and say, you too
are people of means. It doesn't matter how much money is in your bank account. It's
really about how you live your life.

Amy Clark (11:07)

I don't know if I have actually talked with an author in all my years of podcasting that
actually picked their title and everyone was in agreement on the title and the title landed
and it all worked out. I've talked to people where they workshop it and work with a
marketing team or they have to keep going back and even though many people become
attached to their titles, they don't actually get to keep them. So it's really, really special
that they got the vision of it as well as that it perfectly encompasses your story.

Nancy Johnson (11:09)

Yes, now I'm nervous. like, am I gonna break the streak at some point with a book three?
I'm sure this won't happen with every book, but I really am fortunate with the first two
books that my idea landed. Doesn't mean that these were the first titles that I came up



with in my mind. I had other ideas, but in terms of the title that I presented to the
publisher, these were the ones that stuck.

Amy Clark (11:58)

Yeah, well, I want to talk about, know, I think that one thing that would be challenging
both to readers and also as a writer is that you have two female perspectives and they
need to have their own voices and having Freda and Tulip being female led voices in the
story, you know, how did you create and flush out so that there's such a distinct
difference between these two women, but also that they are overlapping.

Nancy Johnson (12:28)

Yeah, I was definitely interested in having a mother and daughter, two women who are
living in different time periods. So the pressures and what they're experiencing are
different, but there's a through line and similarity because they're in these moments of
social reckoning in America. And so I throw them into that situation and it's how are they
going to operate in that milieu. And so that's the similarity in what they're experiencing.

But for me, it's really, I think your question really speaks to creation of character. And
when I'm creating a character, I want that character to be distinct. And so I'm very
intentional about making sure that that character is unique. It was the same thing when I
was doing The Kindest Lie and I was creating one of the characters as an 11 year old poor
white boy named Midnight. And I always tell readers I have never been a boy and I've
never been white, but I've been 11 years old and I know what it's like to stand on the
outside of things looking in. And I was able to pour everything from my own experience
into that character to make his experience feel very unique.

And it's the same thing with Freda and with Tulip. I wasn't around in the 1950’s. I wasn't
born yet, but I did understand some of what it was like to be Freda because I know what
it's like to try to live up to very high family expectations and the expectations of the
society around you. And so I wanted to bring that to Freda, but then also to be torn in
different directions, not know how you want your life to go and trying to make tough
choices. How do I live up to those expectations of my family, but also find my own way?

And so I brought all of those experiences of what I had gone through as a young woman to
the character of Freda. And then Tulip, she's distinct just because of who she is and the
time period she's coming up in. And I understand that time period because I was alive
during that time and trying to make my own decisions about whether or not to engage in
activism. And so was able to bring that. So I think I'm just, when I'm in one character's
head and I'm writing from that perspective, I'm laser focused on who that person is. And
they really are a person. It's more than just a character to me. I just think their



environment influences them. I don't think characters exist in a vacuum. It's the
environment you're growing up in and that you're a part of defines you. The setting where
you are is also defining who you are. And so I just try to be as specific as possible. I truly
believe that specificity really helps us to tell universal stories.

Amy Clark (14:53)

Mm. I would agree. So I want to talk about how we have some overlapping themes, but we
also have, you know, distinctly different things that they are working through. And of
course the protests being an overlapping element as well. There is one passage that
muses, “Do you ever get tired of being excellent? Let me change that. Not being excellent,
but pursuing excellence all the time. It seems like black excellence is a concept that both
lifts and limits people.” How did you want readers to wrestle with that idea through Freda
and Tulip?

Nancy Johnson (15:54)

Black excellence is definitely a theme in my novel and it's something that does lift Freda,
as you said, lifting because when Freda is getting ready to go to Fisk, she's in Chicago and
packing to leave for Fisk to go there for her freshman year, her father gives her a $20 bill
and he tells her, you are now part of a great Negro aristocracy. And there is something
about that and having heard her entire life about the esteem of Fisk University, getting
there, seeing the building, standing there in Jubilee Hall and just feeling the weight of all
of that history, it's something that is a point of pride and you are so proud to be part of
that legacy. And so that's the positive part of this whole idea of Black excellence.

But then it can also be limiting, as you said, because there's so much weight of
expectation. What does that mean that you have to live up to Black excellence? Because
really there are so many ways to be excellent. And the work that she does in activism,
that's excellence too. But quite often you are limited by how someone else is defining
what Black excellence means. And for her, it's about how her family defines it; how some
of the legacy black institutions like the NAACP and the Urban League and all these larger
than life institutions that her parents have talked to her about, they're also defining Black
excellence for her. And so there's a lot for her to live up to.

And then I think also you have white supremacy and racism in America that factors in
because I don't believe that you can excel your way out of racism and out of white
supremacy. You really can't. So it doesn't really matter how excellent you are, you're still
going to be beholden to some of those systems that are so ingrained in the society that
we're in. It doesn't mean you can't be excellent. Of course you can be excellent.



But I really think it's about defining that for yourself. And we see Freda with some of the
decisions that she makes, some of it she's still being led by what her family wants for her.
Tulip in a lot of ways because she's coming along later, she feels a bit more freedom and
she's trying to also define what Black excellence means for her. She's very successful as a
public relations professional, but she also has other ambitions and she has to decide
whether or not she's going to follow them. Can she use the career that she's in to also
influence what she wants to do in activism and so she's trying to find her way and live up
to the expectations of her parents as well, while also trying to define what excellence
means on her own terms.

Amy Clark (18:50)

I love that. Well, you know, one thing that I didn't realize would be a way to level up is that
Freda's grandfather was one of the first black postal clerks in Tennessee, which was a
coveted position that brought a lot of prestige for their family and the trajectory of their
family frankly goes up because of this position. How did you decide to highlight this
career and tell me a little bit more about that decision?

Nancy Johnson (19:14)

Yeah, I kept thinking about each generation wanting the next generation to do better
than they have done. And I think there are so many misconceptions about the black
middle class. You know In the 50s and the 60s, we had a black middle class. And the postal
carriers over the years, that was definitely a coveted position. And it was a position that
really placed black people in the middle class. And then the other position that was very
pivotal in the story was the Pullman porters. And so they are these distinguished black
gentlemen who are working the rails, they are carrying the bags of white passengers, and
they're experiencing so many indignities being called George when their name is not
George, right? But they are also these men who are proud, almost regal.

And these are positions that pay very well. And so they are willing to endure some of
those indignities because they know they are making a living that puts their children and
their grandchildren through college. And so that was very important for me to show these
roles that people don't often think about when they think of the middle class or upper
middle class. We often think of doctors and lawyers and those kinds of positions, but we
had these other roles that were so formative and distinct and important in our
community that did a whole lot to pave the way for people to move into some of these
other positions of prominence in the community.

Amy Clark (20:57)
I appreciated that it was something a little bit different than what I was expecting
because I will say that when it comes to stories of black excellence, it's always doctors



and lawyers that I see represented on the page, which is really amazing. But that's
something I'm more familiar with. And this was, again, a little bit of hidden history that I
didn't know I was going to get to unfold in a page.

Nancy Johnson (21:19)
Yes, hidden history is always so fun. I love that part of historical fiction.

Amy Clark (21:23)

Yes. Well, I want to talk about the bathroom scene, which we can talk about both
bathroom scenes actually, since we're unboxing bathroom scenes. Both of the women face
a very pivotal moment in the story that is about a bathroom. One is that Freda encounters
for the first time a colored restroom, which is something that she had never experienced
before. Let's start there.

Can we talk a little bit about crafting that scene and what was really important for
readers to see in that scene?

Nancy Johnson (21:56)

Yeah, that was a really difficult scene, yet a very pivotal scene for me to craft. So this
bathroom scene is a very pivotal one where she's a freshman at Fisk. She's going on her
very first date with a young man that she meets. He's this saxophone playing activist,
Darius. And so she's excited and the date is a lot of fun. He invites her to go to the
Tennessee State Fair and they're having a great time. And then toward the end of the
scene, she has to go to the restroom. And that's where she encounters the two signs at
the restroom, white and colored.

It's not that she's never seen signs like this. She's seen them, but they're signs that she's
seen in the news and she thinks these are just backwards little towns that she'll probably
never visit and has no idea and is not prepared for this in Nashville where she's a student.
And I just, it's such an important moment.

I got the idea for this bathroom scene because the activist from Chicago who was also a
student at Fisk, Diane Nash, went through something very similar at the Tennessee State
Fair. And so that's really pulling from her life experience when I created the scene. I don't
know the specifics of what happened to her and in fiction we want to kind of create
something new for the reader, but I can only imagine what that feeling was like. And I
think what makes that scene so powerful is that we all know about the signs, white and
colored. And so that's something that's already in our consciousness, those of us who are
alive today, but and even if we weren't alive during that period.



But going to the bathroom is such a natural thing that we all do and it's a very intimate
thing. And to be experiencing something so intimate, the intimate need to go to the
restroom and then to see something and experience this kind of indignity in such a public
way, I just wanted to portray what that was like and then to have the children, little white
children who are oblivious, right? They're just playing and they're having a great time at
the fair and they're running in and out of the restroom and their mothers are scurrying
around and they're brushing by Freda and it's almost like they don't even see her.

I'm really showing the invisibility that Freda is experiencing during this scene as well and
she is so humiliated by it. It's a public humiliation but it's also a private one because no
one really knows that she is humiliated and what she's experiencing. And then years later,
we juxtapose that with her daughter Tulip, who is in corporate America, a much different
environment. We've gotten all the civil rights laws are passed and she can go to any
bathroom she wants to go to and has a pretty great position in public relations and is up
for a promotion. So a very different milieu completely but she's going to the bathroom in
her corporate office and is in the stall and hears all of these racial microaggressions from
her co-workers, right? And so she's also experiencing this humiliation both public and
private as well.

And so I didn't even realize that I had the mirroring of those two scenes, those two
bathroom scenes when I was writing it, it wasn't until afterward when I was editing and
going back and just looking at the book again that I saw that I had these two scenes that
were really speaking to each other, both of them bathroom scenes, but very different yet
very similar in many ways.

Amy Clark (25:43)

Yeah, I was like, Nancy's a wizard because the way that those two mirrored each other,
like this must have been the intent all along to have plotted to scenes where, you know,
the humiliation is in something that's so vulnerable that it's an act that we all as humans
have to do. And it's already a vulnerable act. Restroom scenes, I feel like can be incredibly
impactful for moments like this, whether it's overhearing something that's being said
about you or where you have to go to the bathroom or what that situation looks like. And
especially women, I feel like it's such a vulnerable place to be. And I thought it was so
impactful in moving the story and giving us emotional reasons to latch onto both of these
women.

Nancy Johnson (26:25)

Now thank you for that and it's so funny that you thought I was intentional about it
because that happens so often and I talk to other authors all the time about this, that this
happens all the time that we write something and it's not until later, sometimes it's not



until a reader is telling you, wow, I love how you did this and you're thinking, wow, I did
that. But I think subconsciously we make some of these craft decisions and it's not even
on a conscious level.

Amy Clark (26:46)

Yeah, I remember talking to Eowyn Ivey about her book, The Snow Child, but we had read
that and we had read her new book and it was like, did you realize that this scene happens
in both of your books? You know, talking to each other? She was like, nobody's ever
brought that up. But if you read someone's work, you can often see how those overlap. So
maybe I might have to revisit The Kindest Lie and see what kinds of new experiences I get
out of it when I put the books together.

Nancy Johnson (27:06)

Yeah, it's so funny. I sometimes talk to people about, that I've written two novels, and
when I look at both of them, now that they're both published, I am revisiting some of the
same themes. And I didn't realize it when I was writing People of Means that I was
revisiting some of the same themes. So, like family expectations is a theme in both novels.
And what I think is that sometimes as writers, we're working out our own issues on the

page.
And so these are the things that are important in my own life and I bring that to the work.

Amy Clark (27:51)

Yes, I can completely see that. And it's funny when I do talk to writers about, is this going
to be your theme? And every book, it's like, I didn't know that that was my theme ever.
Like, I don't know how this happened.

Nancy Johnson (27:58)

I know, and it's not that I want this to be a theme going forward, it's just that I keep
revisiting it as one of the themes, not the only one, but just one of the recurring themes
that I keep visiting. And excellence, too, is another one. Yeah.

Amy Clark (28:16)

Well, I want to ask when it comes to themes, especially with the theme and this book, why
are the everyday lives of people that they are living more compelling maybe to explore
than the bigger ideas that we have around activism? And what do you think readers might
discover about the ways we can evoke change just in our everyday lives?

Nancy Johnson (28:37)



Yeah. I think to try to tackle big topics like activism and just life in general, it's too big. I
wanna talk about activism. I wanna talk about these movements for change. But the way
that I think we get into the story most effectively is through personal, individual
moments and individual stories. And I think you understand activism better now because
you have met Freda and you've met Tulip and you've seen their private lives and their
private angst. And these are the kinds of things that you don't read about in the history
books. You know, they give you the big picture, the big brushstrokes of what it means to
be part of a movement for change. But when you really get to know characters, it really
brings you into the world.

And I just think, again, the specificity and the personal aspect of it helps us to tell a more
universal story and it helps us to understand it. I really believe that through characters
we build empathy and that's something that I know is happening because of the book club
discussions that I have with people and they have so many revelations based on walking
with these characters in the novels that I've written and they have a new understanding
of the world around them and a new understanding of their own lives which I think is just
wow, you know, just to think about the kind of impact that I can have because I'm telling
such personal stories that speak universally to some of the things that we're all grappling
with. It's powerful and it's such an awesome responsibility that I feel I have as a writer
and I don't take it for granted.

Amy Clark (30:26)

Yeah, does that add pressure to you as a writer then to know that you're putting out these
big stories with big themes that are moving people in emotional ways that change their
lives in some kind of way?

Nancy Johnson (30:36)

Sometimes I feel a sense of pressure. I don't feel it as much anymore, but when I first
started with writing novels, I did feel the pressure. Like when I wrote The Kindest Lie, I
had a, the main character Ruth had a baby, a black woman. She has a baby when she's 17,
so she's a teenage mother. Her brother Eli is drinking too much and spending too much
time at the bars. And I remember going to a book club discussion where Britt Bennett was
talking about her novel. And so I got to meet her and ask her about that.

And I said, I'm really nervous because I'm writing this book and I'm nervous about the
portrayal of my own community, of the black community. And I'm worried about
reinforcing stereotypes because I know I have a responsibility. And because there are so
few positive portrayals of what it means to be black in America that are out there, it's not
the same for white America, right? A white teenage mom and a white deadbeat dad, but it
doesn't matter because you've got all these other very positive portrayals of what it



means to be white in America. And so the pressures and the stakes are very different for
me as a black author.

And so I was very worried about that. And what she told me was she said, you have to
write the story that you are writing and that makes your characters multidimensional,
multifaceted. And then it's they're not representing all of black America, this is a very
specific, unique story. And so she really talked to me about leaning into that specificity of
character and story. And that's what I've done with both of my novels. And so, you know,
it's a way of, I think I also do a pretty good job of showing multiple ways to be black in
America. So there's no one way we're not a monolith. And I think my novels show that. We
see people from different parts of the country who are black. We see people from
different places on the socioeconomic spectrum who are black with very different ideas
about life and about blackness. And I just love being able to portray all those different
perspectives of what it means to be black in America. And I think it tells a broad story of
who we are by telling the very specific ones.

Amy Clark (32:52)

Yeah, I love that. I think that, you know, it's really impactful what Britt said. And, you
know, of course, I'm such a big fan of her storytelling as well. And to just kind of narrow, I
guess, the sense of responsibility into the fact that you're telling one person's story, that
that's the job of the writer, and not necessarily that this is representative of all people.
Like, who would ever want to be representative of all people? Like, we should never put
that kind of pressure. Yeah.

Nancy Johnson (32:53)

No. Right, yet you feel the pressure, yet I felt that pressure though, you know, that
because I know that when some people come to my work, this will be one of their only
perspectives and understandings of black people in America, right? And so I want to make
sure I'm showing something that is true and revealing and that it really helps them to
shape their perspective and get to know people that they don't know because a lot of
times we don't know. That's what I hear quite often, at least from white readers, is this is
how I really learn about other people's lives is through fiction. And I think that's really
powerful. I think it's true for all of us. It doesn't really matter what race or ethnicity we
are. We get to know other worlds through story.

Amy Clark (34:06)

Well, speaking of revealing and revelatory moments, I have to ask, was there anything
that really surprised you about the story, whether that's the research that you did, the
characters that you developed? In what ways did this story surprise you?



Nancy Johnson (34:21)

Wow. Hmm. I'd say that what surprised me the most was, and it was true for both books
really, but even more so with this one, that it came out, it published at a time in the
country where the book feels very timely, yet timeless, because we are in a moment of
resistance right now in America, trying to figure out how do we do it, how do we resist?
You know, when I go on social media, I have people talking about boycotts of, say Target
because of its response to diversity, equity and inclusion. And I see these conflicts
between people saying, let's resist in the way that they did in the 50’s and the 60’s with a
full-scale boycott. And then you have another pocket of folks on social media saying, well,
what about the black owned businesses and the creators who are in Target and they'll be
hurt by a boycott. so you have all these questions about what is the right way to resist.

And it reminds me of the stories that I'm telling in People of Means as we have questions
about how to do it. And there is no one right answer, but everybody trying to figure out
how to do it for themselves and figure out what's the way that I can best contribute. I just
think that was something that was surprising to me because I didn't know what the world
would look like when I published the book. And so just to see that it's speaking to the
moment that we're in right now.

It feels like this book was meant to be in the world right now.

Amy Clark (35:54)

Yeah, I can't agree more with what you're saying because, you know, I think what this
book brought to me and something that I talked about with my family about this book,
because we want to be good people. We want to do the right thing. And I think at least in
this timeline, there's so much noise with social media. And every single day I think I'm
doing something right. And then I might scroll and see that's actually not a good company.
Or, you know, and we're in this like moral dilemma all the time. It reminds me of The Good
Place actually, where the one guy is trying to do everything right and he's like completely
isolated himself and it's just become this like horrible thing.

But that's kind of where we're at, where we've, you know, we're trying to take a stand
against so much. And yet every single day we find out that the stand that we're taking
isn't right or it's not perfect. And it becomes so exhausting and overwhelming. And yet,
you know, there are other people in our lives that are doing nothing. And so we're like,
well, we're doing something, but we're not always doing it perfectly. And that we're
striving to do something. We are striving to be good people. And at the end of the day,
that's what these women were doing as well.

Nancy Johnson (36:54)



Thank you. Exactly, you said it so perfectly, we're all striving to do the best we can with
what we know how to do and what we have in our wherewithal to do in the moment. And
that's all we can do. And I think we're going to make mistakes and it's going to be messy,
right? And it's okay. It was messy for Freda and Tulip and it's gonna be messy for us too.
And so I think we have to give ourselves some grace that we are doing the best we can
with what we know how to do.

Amy Clark (37:29)
Yeah. Well, I want to ask if readers could take one actionable lesson from your book, what
do you hope that they will take away from this book?

Nancy Johnson (37:32)

I think it's about how we define what it means to be a person of means. And I think for
me, it's about thinking about what are the gifts that you have, your inherent gifts, what
are the gifts that you have developed over the years, and how those gifts meet your
purpose. And being able to put those together to leave the world better than you found it,
I'd say that's what I think we should all be doing.

And there's no one way to do it. There's no right way to do it. There's no wrong way to do
it. As long as we're engaged in the work and that we are trying and that we are moving
forward and being purpose-led. I think that what I want people to know is that in
moments like these in the country where we feel overwhelmed and we feel helpless, there
is always something that we can do and that we have the power to make a difference. That
we have the power to make a change and impact the world. That's what I want people to
know and to believe, right, in their own capacity to change the world.

Amy Clark (38:45)

Hmm. I love this. Well, Nancy, every show we always end with a moment of reflection on
what you're feeling proud of, whether it's with this project or with life in general. But it
also just gives me an opportunity to say this book was picked for a reason. It is the
moment. It is exactly what we need. It is a perfect Black History Month book, but it's a
perfect year round book. I don't want to just limit it to February, but I do think what you
illuminated for me about the history of what you know I didn't know in such beautiful
ways and I also feel like I didn't acknowledge enough that there's so much humor and it's
sly and it's got a love triangle there's romance it's got all of the beats that I look for in a
book and I'm so proud of you for publishing this but I'm incredibly proud of you for the
conversation you got to have at the university which was so deserved and earned but I
would love to hear what you're feeling proud of right now.

Nancy Johnson (39:23)



Thank you so much for that. I really appreciate that. That the book resonated with you. I
think about, there's so many scenes in the book that I loved writing. And one that I'm
really, a scene that I'm really proud of in the book is a scene - a bit of a spoiler, but the
scene with Gerald, he's one of the love interests for Freda. And he's not one of the main
characters, but I love developing these secondary characters. I have so much fun with
them and I love writing men. Male characters are a lot of fun for me.

And so this one scene where Gerald, who kind of becomes a bit of a villain in the story,
but it's a moment when he's gotten this opportunity to go to a medical association
luncheon and he has car trouble on this desolate road and a good Samaritan, I say good
Samaritan in air quotes, stops to help him. It's a white man who stops to help. And I just
loved crafting this scene because there's the tension of the moment. We also feel the
weight of all of the ambitions and the dreams that Gerald has, because I also wanted, this
was an opportunity for me to humanize Gerald and to make him an empathetic character
in some ways. And we know that he wants to become a medical doctor. He's been striving
for this and working toward this his whole life. And he's in this moment now where he's
gonna get a chance to rub shoulders with physicians, the people who are doing black
physicians at that, who are doing the work that he is studying to do and what he's
studying to become. And it's a big deal. He's just gotten the opportunity to go to this great
luncheon and then he has car trouble, white man stops to help him. He's hopeful that this
man will be able to help him get on the road again, but things turn out a bit differently in
that encounter.

And then also the way I wrote it, you mentioned humor earlier. There's a little bit of
humor in that exchange. And I think the humor is off-putting in some ways, right? But it's
also kind of like adds a bit of levity to the moment, but it also kind of puts you on edge
because you don't really know where this is gonna go. And so I think it was an effective
use of humor and their exchange. And there's just a lot of tension in that moment. And it
was just one of the scenes that I loved writing and I was very proud of how it turned out.

Amy Clark (42:02)

Well, I loved that and I loved getting to spend time with you. Listeners if you are in our
Patreon, you can get a bonus chat with Nancy today over in the Patreon and we are so
excited to discuss this book with you. Our Patreon is only $5 a month and it helps fund all
of the things that need to go into creating a show that is commercial free. So you get to
enjoy these kinds of conversations. Thank you so much, Nancy.

Nancy Johnson (42:32)
Thank you. This has been such a wonderful conversation. Thank you to everybody for
reading People of Means. It is truly an honor and a privilege to have you read my work.
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