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This book is dedicated to my son, Robert Jr.


Always trust God. Always choose Love. Always believe in yourself.





INTRODUCTION



Walk with Me


This is no fairy tale. Within the pages of this book you will find no mention of glass slippers, princes, fairy godmothers, sleeping beauties, or evil witches. A whale swallows no one, and a woodcarver’s puppet, magically sprung to life, won’t cry as his nose grows with each lie. You won’t find any of that here.


There is only me.


I’ll start by saying I’m no expert at life. My story is about a misguided young man dancing in the gray and choosing to live dangerously in the middle. I am a student of love. This book is about the period in my life when I was most broken, unable to gather all the pieces, much less put them back together. I’ve heard that “not all those who wander are lost,” but not all who are lost even know they’re wandering. I ran, mostly from the truth, but occasionally from myself. I was a runner by nature, and usually without a destination in mind.


Before getting too deep into my story, I want you to know five specific things about me:


1. I grew up as a military dependent, and our family traveled often.


When I turned seven, the world as I knew it changed. My mother met Frank Anderson III on a blind date at a Ruby Tuesday in Raleigh, North Carolina. They were friends at first. Both were young divorced parents; Frank a father of one, Frank IV, and my mother, Monique, had two: my older sister, Elise, and me. They were careful about how their relationship progressed. Frank was a military man and he had a very dependable and trusting way about him. Nine months after their blind date, they married July 1, 1995, in Chesapeake, Virginia. They had my younger sisters Brianna and Ahmore a few years later, in 1998 and 1999. Up until this point, Chesapeake in the Hampton Roads area of Virginia was my home, but after that day my definition of home was never the same.


Starting a new school happens to most children three to four times throughout their lives. Preschool, elementary, middle, then high school are the usual transitions. But when you’re a military family like we were, you have to get used to relocating regularly. And with that comes new environments, schedules, social circles, and new schools. I was uncomfortable each time I had to start a new school, and the worst transitions often came in the middle of the school year. The best way to describe it is that it’s like walking into a room full of people who have known one another for years and everyone quiets to a hush as you take your seat. Nobody knows what to say, so they just watch and observe you. Now imagine having to do that as a child; then imagine that child having to do that eleven times.


There’s a certain rapport children build with one another that allows them to become comfortable. Over time you learn which friend is great for playing basketball, which friend’s mom buys all the good snacks, which always has the latest video games, who has the best manners so my mom doesn’t mind if he sleeps over. As a military child, the time needed to get comfortable in a new environment was rarely afforded. Once I got settled and at ease, I knew sooner or later I could be moving. Constantly walking into that room full of people who have known one another their entire lives became my normal. Only it wasn’t normal.


The experience at each school meant a lot to me. To give you a sense of just how many schools I attended, I’m listing them below.


• George Washington Primary School (Chesapeake, VA): kindergarten and 1st grade, 1992–1994


• College Park Elementary School (Virginia Beach, VA): 2nd grade, 1994


The sound of wedding bells ringing. Family moves to North Carolina.


• Millbrook Elementary International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme Magnet School (Raleigh, NC): 3rd grade, 1995


The sound of relief. Family moves back to Virginia.


• Camelot Elementary School (Chesapeake, VA): 4th grade, 1996


Thinks that this is bullshit but kinda cool at the same time as family moves to California.


• Acacia Baptist Elementary School (Hawthorne, CA): 4th grade, 1996–1997


• White Point Elementary School (San Pedro, CA): 5th grade, 1997–1998


• Richard Henry Dana Middle School (San Pedro, CA): 6th grade, 1998–1999


The sound of crying. A whole lot of crying. Family moves to Germany, but back to Virginia first.


• Hugo A. Owens Middle School (Chesapeake, VA): 7th grade, 1999


• Baumholder American High School (Baumholder, Germany): 7th grade, 2000


If it’s starting to feel like a lot, imagine actually doing it.


• Hugo A. Owens Middle School (Chesapeake, VA): 8th grade, 2001


• Baumholder American High School (Baumholder, Germany): 8th and 9th grade, 2001


• Monmouth Regional High School (Tinton Falls, NJ): 10th and 11th grade, 2002–2004


• Deep Creek High School (Chesapeake, VA): 12th grade, 2004–2005


2. I’m a father. I have two dads.


Frank was the most consistent father figure throughout my life. He understood the value of discipline. He was patient. With him I always felt a sense of stability and safety. He was strict but he was a good guy, a man with clear principles. He provided for my sister Elise and me like we were his own. We spent quality family time and every day he made my mom light up with joy. I see how my mother knew Frank would be good for us.


Dana, my biological father, had to be a dad from a distance. I wondered how that affected him, but I also wondered if he really cared about me. I wasn’t sure.


At twenty years old, I became a father as well. I’ll get more into that later.


3. I am wandering romantic.


Relationships, be they platonic, romantic, or professional, are a big part of our lives.


Many of my adult frustrations and problems began when I traveled the world during my adolescent years. The constant travel and relocation influenced the way I approached relationships. I had to say too many goodbyes sooner than I wanted to. I got accustomed to running from problems rather than ever really solving them. I became a skilled runner whenever I was emotionally overwhelmed. I would hold in my pain and pass off a lot, always pretending as if I was okay. Unlike Frank, I rarely utilized patience or let things play out naturally. Instead, I looked for the shortcut before time ran out. “New move, clean slate” was my motto. I learned not to spend too much time missing places and people I knew I would never see again. And as I grew older and began searching for fulfillment, I oftentimes found myself coming up short.


4. I’m a proud navy veteran.


The US military legacy is in my family. My mother’s father, Papa, retired as a chief in the navy and my dad Frank retired as a colonel in the army. I served four years in the navy before separating. A military career until retirement wasn’t something I could commit to.


My decision to enlist in the navy was inspired by my son. More about that later.


5. I believe love is really all that matters.


There comes a time when our actions and desires have to balance out and we must choose the person that we most want to be. This book serves as my opportunity to look back, reflect, and to share the life lessons that helped me decide what kind of person I wanted to be. There is no proven formula for how to live a perfect life. In fact, there is no perfect life. But a fulfilling life is not only real, it’s obtainable. Not one of us was cheated in our design, but many of us get lost comparing and competing in areas that we shouldn’t. I should know, I was that person. I spent years chasing the idea in my head of who I should become all the while ignoring what life was trying to teach me about who I already was. It wasn’t until I made it past my own doubt, fear, and shortcomings that I finally learned to see me. And it took trying to force love into all the wrong relationships before I finally got around to loving myself.


The greatest opponent we face in the game of life is ourselves. We spend hours, days, and years searching for answers to the questions in our heart. But the answer is there. Our full awareness of self, our understanding of purpose, and our appreciation for the power of love are the missing pieces to alleviate the pain so many people feel. It was the answer to the pain I felt.


Some of us go through major life experiences too early and some of us make adult decisions prematurely, like getting married and having children. We do so unaware of how these decisions can follow us for the rest of our lives. The pain of unintended consequences can shift each person’s course differently, some for better, others for worse. My “way” was about what was comfortable for me and not necessarily what was best for me.


Through every experience we find a new piece of ourselves. Each day, with each choice we either reaffirm who we are or introduce a new part of who we’ve become. Growth, joy, and love are things we must choose to continuously welcome in our lives. The spirit of our future depends on our ability to stay open, moldable, and honest. When I look back on my life I don’t have any regrets. Through every mistake I’ve made I’ve learned many lessons. I was broken and I didn’t recognize how low I let myself start to feel, I just know that I felt something was missing from my life. And I had all the wrong ideas of what it was. I thought, if only I had this car, this job, this house, or this woman, then I’d be whole. But with the fulfillment of each thing came more longing. And I am not alone in this. Although this story is mine, the lessons these reflections uncover are meant to help you improve life emotionally, spiritually, and in your relationships. No matter who you are, where you’re from, your social status, or political leaning, there’s been a point in your life when you felt like something was missing. Like some of the pieces were around, but not enough to add up and get the game going. So I pose the questions:


What will it mean to you to feel whole?


What will finally make you happier?


What can increase your faith?


Will you embrace peace in your relationships?


How will you give your love?


Welcome to The Missing Piece. I pray you leave this book with the inspiration to fulfill your purpose in life. And I hope that within these pages you find a reason to love, heal, forgive, and be free. It’s time.


Walk with me . . .





CHAPTER ONE



Appearances Ain’t Nothin’


Your mother says you can’t come home.” My dad, Dana, rarely called me so I knew this was serious.


“I’m going to let you stay with me for a little bit, but just until you get a plan.”


I didn’t like that he thought I needed him. But I also didn’t have a plan for where I would be sleeping in a few hours. I listened, he gave me the address, and I told him that I would get a ride to his house. As I mentioned earlier, Dana had to be a dad from a distance and though we had short conversations here and there, we weren’t close. He had a spare room just big enough for a twin bed, a desk, and a lamp. After an agreement with his wife, Lynette, they charged me fifty dollars a week to live in it. The idea never occurred to me that this could be an opportunity to get to know my father better. At seventeen, I told myself that I was grown and that I didn’t have anything to learn from him now. All I needed was somewhere to place my few belongings, keys to a door I could open when I saw fit, and a bed to crash in when I was tired from doing whatever it was I wanted to do that day.


I undervalued family at that time in my life. I thought to not show emotion and to act like I knew everything was the strong, adult thing to do. I tried to underplay the importance of having someone to talk to, someone to hug, and someone supportive around me. I kept many of my thoughts and emotions to myself, thinking I could handle everything on my own. And in some ways teaching myself to hold back like that blocked me from being able to open up and share in important moments. I probably could’ve talked to my family about my problems, frustrations, and mistakes, but most times I was either too embarrassed about whatever I had done or scared I would get in trouble for it. As a child, I thought being an adult meant that you could do whatever you wanted to do and people just had to be okay with it. However, I’ve found adulthood to be more about crafting the discipline to do what’s right regardless of what’s convenient. But back then I didn’t know any better. I was fine as long as I didn’t let anyone see my worry, stress, and struggle. I didn’t want pity. And I wasn’t looking for my dad to suddenly take me in and be the dream father I always wanted him to be. I didn’t need it.


People fear what they don’t understand. I felt I knew nothing about my dad, and though I didn’t fear him as a person, I feared trying to build a closer relationship with him. I felt a void as a result of the distance between us. I wasn’t sure if I would ever let him close to me. Dana is not a bad person. There are things about him that I love. He was born in November, one of my favorite months. He’s a Luther Vandross fan, which means he has good taste in music. He’s a diehard Dallas Cowboys fan, and I’ve heard stories of how good he was when he played high school football. But you don’t have to be a bad person for people to hate parts of their relationship with you. Growing up, there were parts of our relationship that I hated with a passion. I hated the way he never really spoke to my sister and me about anything interesting. If it wasn’t quick comments about sports, work, or school, then his snoring filled the silence. My dad was proud of his work at the Newport News Naval Shipyard. He started right after high school and put in a lot of time. He loved it, but I hated the way he was always working overtime and we never did anything fun. I did not want to spend every other weekend, which is when we visited him, sitting around waiting for him to get off work. It never seemed to make a difference whether Elise and I were there or not. The whole arrangement felt forced as if he was only spending time with us because it was his turn and not because he wanted to be a father. I don’t think Dana understood fatherhood beyond having a job, making weekend arrangements, and paying child support. Maybe it was never meeting his biological father that made him so passive about raising my sister and me. Anyway, to be living at his house then was an awkward situation. Perhaps if I could have spoken up, we’d become closer as a result, but if he didn’t care enough to start the conversation, then I wasn’t interested in having one.





When they were in grade school my parents, Dana and Monique, both lived in Camelot, a working-class neighborhood in Chesapeake, Virginia. They went to the same middle and high school. I’m hopeful that they were madly in love at some point, but from what I understand the foundation of their relationship was more based around familiarity. They were from the same place, going to school, and their houses were within five-minute walking distance of each other. My mom lived with her two sisters and both of her biological parents. My dad lived with his nine siblings, his mother, and the only father he knew, his stepdad. Dana and Monique’s first child, my sister Elise, was born in 1985. I was born two years later. My parents were married for a few years in between but were divorced by my first birthday. To this day, it isn’t often that one of them mentions the other unless a direct question is posed. They’ve kept the details of their story simple: “It didn’t work out but we love our kids.”





When Dana wasn’t the topic of discussion, my mother wanted to talk to me about everything. We’d discuss everything from my problems with my friends to what happened at school to playing sports to girls. She loved talking to me about girls. Whether or not I actually opened up and told her what was on my mind, I always walked away from the conversation knowing a little more about Monique, how she saw the world, and who she was as a person completely separate from being my mom.





Let’s go back in time to late May of 2005. The end of my senior year of high school.


For me, driving represented two things I felt I had neither of: control and the beginning of real freedom. The military doesn’t ask the children of service members if they’d mind one more move. To defend our country service members need to have a mission-first mind-set. So for most of my life I got in my mother’s car, my dad’s car, or Uncle Sam’s plane and went wherever the mission took us. I now wanted the freedom to determine my own destination. I just didn’t want to start it off the way it did . . . with a sneaky car wreck, that is.


“Stay right there, I’m on the way,” my mother said before she hung up the phone.


That was my first car accident behind the wheel. I was driving my girlfriend’s car, which belonged to her parents. The mission was simple: drive five minutes from school to my house, pick some stuff up that I’d need for the gym, and do it all without getting caught by my mom. I had every move planned out, even parking two streets away so my mother would think I walked or got dropped off. I came in, made small talk, grabbed my gym bag, and walked back to the car. I felt good because my plan was working. I turned on the ignition and pulled out of the parking spot behind a passing truck.


Boom!


There was a low flatbed trailer hitched to the back of the truck. I didn’t notice until it collided with the front driver’s side of the car.


I was happy to be okay, but I knew I messed up. I knew how reckless this was.


And I knew there was only one person I could call.


My mom arrived in minutes. Other than being slightly winded from the walk, she was calm and completely in control of the situation. My mother explained to the driver of the truck that I was a minor without a license and should they call the police under these circumstances, I could be taken to jail. She told me to walk home, then she got behind the wheel of the car and waited with the truck driver until the police arrived. Then she, a fully licensed and insured driver, took responsibility for the accident. Her actions were swift. I could tell my mother wasn’t questioning her decision. I was her son and I needed help. That was all that mattered to her.


I felt horrible for putting my mom in that position. Still, there was an even bigger part of me that believed this was an isolated incident, a fluke. I reasoned with myself that the trailer could’ve been hit by anyone at any time. I knew I was driving without a license, but I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone, ya know? By the time I turned seventeen, I’d become comfortable with breaking rules that I didn’t think mattered to me. My parents’ rules, school rules, city/state laws, it didn’t make a difference. I wanted what I wanted. While part of my mind-set at the time was adolescent naïveté, I was also comfortable taking my mother’s love for granted. In fact, she covered for me so well that I didn’t realize the depths of my trouble. My actions would have unintended consequences and I soon found out that there isn’t always time to prepare and clean up before those consequences come.


Fast-forward to mid-June 2005.


High school graduation was a joyous time. Two days earlier I was recognized during an awards ceremony among my peers, the school faculty, and superintendents of the City of Chesapeake as Cooperative Career and Technical Education Student of the Year at Deep Creek High School. My parents threw an enormous cookout, inviting all of my friends and extended family to come eat, dance, drink, and celebrate my accomplishment. My parents were still upset about the accident, but they were also relieved I’d gotten my diploma and had been accepted to Norfolk State University. Graduating felt like I’d finally made them proud, a repayment for them giving me another chance. I was given $1,000 as a graduation gift from my family, but $700 of that went to pay for my parents’ insurance deductible. I still came up $300 ahead.


As a show of good faith, my mother let me drive their Toyota Camry on graduation night to hang with my brother, Frankie, Frank’s son. Frankie lived in Tennessee and I rarely got a chance to see him. With him in the car and having his license, and my permit in my wallet, I could legally drive. After pleading and reminding my parents of my skills, they agreed to let me drive down to the beach. Frankie would take us home. My close friend Joey, who also graduated, joined us for the festivities.


Frankie’s graduation was a few weeks earlier in Tennessee. I wasn’t able to attend but it felt good riding out with him that night. The air was full of possibilities and we were three high school graduates enjoying the night, fantasizing about how great our upcoming years of college would be. I felt invincible, like I could become anyone. Or at the very least, it felt like I was in for the best summer of my life. I was grown, or so I thought. My diploma meant I was a man, capable of making my own decisions, steering my own ship. For now, though, I was driving my parents’ car.


Two weeks later my mother hopped in the car with Frank to take my little sisters out for the afternoon, leaving me and their Dodge minivan at home alone. The plan: go visit Joey who lived only three miles away. I hadn’t passed the driving test yet, which meant I still only had my permit. And there was no licensed driver at home to ride with me. So I grabbed the keys and took my chance.


Everything worked out fine last time, didn’t it?


I am a risk-taker. You may be able to notice my tendency to be a bad one. I wasn’t the kid who considered the consequences. Getting in trouble never worried me. My interest depended on my emotions, and my emotions changed on a whim. My desires were often limited and shortsighted, and having this immature perspective oftentimes made situations in my life more difficult than they needed to be.





“Wassup, Rob?” Joey greeted me like it was no big deal I’d just taken my parents’ car to come over. Joey and a few other friends were in the middle of playing Madden so I sat down and got comfortable, which lasted all of fifteen minutes. Then Elise called, livid that I’d taken the car knowing I didn’t have a license, and considering how it ended last time.


I didn’t want the lecture.


She told me how irresponsible and selfish I was. I just wanted her to be quiet. To end the drama, I took the car home and was in my room, back in my basketball shorts, laughing at Coming to America by the time my parents returned with my little sisters. There was no way they would have known I’d even left the house.


Elise told on me.


The relationship between my older sister, Elise, and me is complicated, yet simple. In many ways she’s my partner in discomfort, riding next to me when our dad, Dana, picked us up and dropped us off, and beside me in the middle seat as we flew back and forth across the world relocating from base to base. During those years Elise was the only person who knew what I was feeling. Only, we didn’t actually talk to each other about what we felt. We fought a lot, arguing mostly over typical sibling stuff like toys, and then eventually attention. But at that point any argument we had was over my behavior. Elise is a lot like my mom. She’s very loving, but also controlling. As the big sister, she exercised her authority over me. That was the last thing I wanted, another person feeling like they had a say over my life. So to teach me a lesson, Elise told.





My mother sat across from me in the living room with what had become an all too familiar look of disappointment. My stepfather, typically cooler about these matters, said nothing. Perhaps he was fed up with trying to soften my mother’s firm words. Or perhaps he had no reason to continue to defend me. After all, it’s not like I was really trying to defend myself.


“You refuse to learn from your mistakes, huh?” My mother’s question didn’t register at the time. I was too pissed. Pissed that Elise ratted me out, pissed that I had to hear yet another lecture, pissed that all of that was for nothing because nothing bad actually happened. Frank was the patient one, simply offering, “You better get a clue.” But my mom had had enough.


“Robert,” she said. “I don’t love you more than I love myself. You’re costing me my peace and I can’t have that. Either you get it together and live by our rules or you got to go.”





As far as I was concerned, everyone was overreacting. I was grounded indefinitely. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything. The summer of promise, my last hurrah before I went to college, before adulthood took over, was going to be spent in the house with no cell phone, no television, and no friends. I couldn’t even go to my family’s Fourth of July barbecue. My punishment was to spend time alone and think about my actions. To think about how I was affecting others and what kind of person I wanted to be. And for what? All of this was because Elise wanted to prove a point? The whole thing felt stupid.


I’d just graduated weeks before, so to be on punishment, not permitted to see my friends, it all felt wrong. I, nonetheless, figured out a way to bend the rules. I’d wait until everyone left to make and receive all my phone calls. Elise was grown, and aside from being a detective the day she told on me, she had a life of her own and wasn’t around often. My younger sisters were usually out with my mom, and Frank was working. Staying in touch with people wasn’t as hard as it probably should’ve been.


As soon as my parents left the house for the family Independence Day barbecue, I called Joey. There was a DTLR Summer Fest show at nTelos Pavilion (currently named Union Bank & Trust Pavilion) in Portsmouth, a concert I’d been looking forward to for months. I was forbidden to go because I was on lockdown. But here’s the thing, no one was home. That’s right. I repeat, no one was home.


I thought it was absurd that my parents thought they could still place me on punishment. My diploma meant I was grown enough to make decisions for myself. It was self-empowerment in the form of a piece of paper, stamped with the seal of approval from Deep Creek High School and the Virginia Board of Education. I’d earned the right to be regarded as an adult. So that evening Joey picked me up from my house and we went to see the show. But . . . the show was rained out after the opening acts and the headliner never showed. Then my mom called Joey’s phone.


“I don’t know where you’re going to sleep tonight but you are not welcome to come back here. Goodbye!” my mother told me as I held the phone to my ear outside the concert.


I thought about the bag of clothes I’d packed and left at Joey’s house. I knew that once I left—effectively breaking their rule—something bad was coming. Before I could hand him back his phone, it rang again. Unknown number, but I recognized the voice.


“Your mother says you can’t come home.” He paused. “I’m going to let you stay with me for a little bit, but just until you get a plan.”





My dad Dana lived in Norfolk, Virginia, about a thirty-minute drive from our house in Chesapeake. After taking a week to adjust and think about my next move, my mom and Frank, along with Dana, made arrangements for me to move my things out of my parents’ house. After I was done putting everything in the car, they asked me to talk for a moment.
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