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When you get, give. When you learn, teach.


~Maya Angelou
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From Darkness to Light
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Chapter 1


Living in Darkness


I was like a child playing hide-and-go-seek: crouched on the floor by the bed, knees tucked into my chest and tears streaming down my face. There was one exception: I didn’t ever want to be found. “Please don’t let them see me like this,” I pleaded internally. My efforts to avoid making that hyperventilating sound while the tears flowed were futile. My husband and our two boys, 11 months and two at the time, were in the next room. I was caught completely off guard when my husband, Kevin, peered around the bed to see me on the floor closest to the wall. My heart raced as I squinted up at him with my puffy eyes and drenched face.


“Honey, are you okay?”


“No, not at all.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I have no idea, Kev. I just can’t stop crying.”


I pulled myself together enough to go outside to the car because I didn’t want the boys to see me like this. “How did I get here?” I wondered as I walked out to the car. I called one of my dearest friends – with whom I shared most of my deepest secrets – and the waterworks began again. She waited patiently as I blew my nose and took deep breaths to compose myself.


“Melissa, I’m breaking down. I don’t know what’s wrong, but I feel completely helpless.”


“Did something happen since we last spoke, Kan?” she asked. “You don’t sound like yourself.”


Melissa was a friend that could typically cut through all of my words and get right to the heart of what was really going on. This time, my words even left her stumped. She hadn’t heard me like this before. I really didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t processed my emotions; I just called her out of habit. I knew she would listen without judgment. In her typical loving manner, she prayed with me and let me go back to sitting with myself.


“I’ll be praying for you,” she said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do, and feel free to call me anytime.”


“Thanks, Mel. Love you!”


I put my head down on the steering wheel and broke down again. I don’t know how long I was out in the car. For once, I wasn’t rushing. As I sat there, I had flashbacks to various low points throughout my life. I couldn’t think of one that was worse than what I was feeling in that moment; and I had been through some stuff.


It was January 2012. Kevin, the boys, and I had been living with my cousin for two months. We had a contract on a new home, but the place we were renting was put up for sale, leaving us without a place to live. My cousin graciously opened up his home to our family. It was such a blessing. He made dinner for us every night, and made us feel completely welcomed and loved during our time there. Even still, it was a challenge for me to be there. Internally, I was experiencing a severe emotional low, and I didn’t want my extended family to know that there was anything wrong with me. I put on a happy face while at home, and avoided serious personal conversations with my husband for fear we would be overheard.


Three months earlier, just before moving in with my cousin, I came down with a severe case of pneumonia. The night before I went to the hospital, I had extreme chest pain. The morning I was admitted, I woke up with flu-like symptoms. My temperature was 104 degrees, I was sweating profusely, and the pain in my chest was unbearable. I didn’t get sick very often and, when I did, my tendency was to push through it without a doctor’s visit. This time was different. I spent four days in the hospital, as the doctors worked to stabilize my blood pressure. They said they hadn’t seen a case this bad in someone my age, and were baffled by it. I was antsy, and could not wait to get out of there. I had just started a new job two weeks prior. I was responsible for directing a team of approximately 150 people who operated after-school programs in 102 schools. I felt an obligation to make a good first impression. I pushed myself to work from my hospital bed but my boss and team conspired against my actions, forcing me to rest. Thank God for them.


Now, here I was, three months later, head faced down on the steering wheel, and having yet another health crisis. Albeit, a mental health crisis.
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I wasn’t feeling like myself after the pneumonia. While I was doing well in my new job and maintaining my home life, internally I was unraveling. I was overly stressed, self-conscious, unmotivated, snappy, and just plain tired. I was overwhelmed with my day-to-day responsibilities, and made little time for myself. I found myself getting annoyed by others more frequently, and could not stop the barrage of negative thoughts swirling around in my head. By the end of the workday, I got into bed completely exhausted and dreading the day ahead.


Up until this point, I blamed these symptoms on a number of things. My family of four was living in one room. The commute from my cousin’s house to my new job was over an hour each way. We were in the process of buying a home and dealing with all the back and forth with the mortgage company. (As Kevin said at the time, “They’ve asked us for everything except our left toe!”) I was working with a contractor on designing the remodel of the home we had a contract on. And, my son was going through an extreme case of ‘the terrible twos.’


I chose to ignore the warning signs I recognized along the way (and there were numerous signs). I would often say, “I’m just stressed because we have so much going on,” and leave it at that. Yet, to this day, one of those signs particularly stands out in my mind, and brings tears to my eyes whenever I think about it.


It was about a week after I got pneumonia. I had just finished doing the final walk-through of our rental so that we could get our deposit back. I left the meeting with the property management company and went to grab some lunch at a nearby restaurant. When I went inside, I felt disoriented. Something told me to go back to the car, but I didn’t listen initially. I was moving slowly and felt disconnected from my body – like I was observing myself. I got my food and sat down at a table but quickly decided it was best to leave. I had begun sweating and felt like I was going to pass out. I grabbed my things as quickly as I could and went to the car – just in time.


Pain was piercing my chest, and my heart felt like it was in flames. “Am I having a heart attack?” I thought to myself. I had read many articles about pneumonia being potentially fatal, and my mind started racing. I started thinking about Heavy D, one of my favorite childhood artists, who came down with a case of pneumonia and had recently made his transition. I started replaying the tapes in my mind of other people who had passed of pneumonia and other complications.


Suddenly, it was like I was paralyzed. I couldn’t move any of my limbs. It felt like the car was getting smaller, and I was suffocating. I sincerely thought I was dying.


“This can’t be it! What about Kevin and the boys? I’m not ready to leave them. I haven’t finished my work here. I’m not ready to go yet, Lord!”


Clearly, my inner cry was heard. I began to feel my limbs again. The first thing I did was call Kevin.


“Honey, I can barely move! My chest is in severe pain, and my heart is burning!”


“Slow down, honey. Where are you? Is there anyone around you?”


“I’m in the car. No, no one is around. I can barely move! I feel like I’m dying!”


“Kan, don’t be silly. Call 911 and get an ambulance.”


I was angry that he was so calm and nonchalant about the whole thing. He really wasn’t buying into how serious I thought this was. I got over my frustration quickly when I realized that he was at home with our two boys who were likely driving him crazy. I ended up spending a few hours in the hospital then stayed the night with a friend who lived nearby. I was so grateful to have a husband that could hold it down while I was away, and a friend willing to open her home to me on such short notice. I just didn’t have the energy to make the drive back to my cousin’s place.


For the next few months, it felt like there was a black cloud over me. I just felt so ‘Blah.’ I didn’t want to meet up with friends. I didn’t want to talk on the phone. I didn’t want to play with my kids. I didn’t want to make love to my husband. I didn’t feel like sitting in meetings and putting on the happy face at work. I had no drive or ambition. I just wanted to crawl in bed and stay there.


In spite of what was going on internally, it wasn’t enough to stop me from pushing myself. I didn’t want to let down my husband. I didn’t want to let down my boss. I didn’t want to let down my team. Plus, we were about to move into our new place in a couple weeks, which I thought would make me feel better. Again and again, I believed my happiness was tied to some future outcome.


One day, just before walking in to conduct a meeting with my team, I started sweating and feeling the same way I felt that day in the car. I had to get out of there. I walked in and told my team I wasn’t feeling well, and that I needed to go home. They were understanding and wished me well. I went into my boss’ office and told him I was heading home. He, too, was understanding and encouraged me to take all the time I needed to get better. Little did I know, I would never return to that position.
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“I think you’re depressed, honey,” Kevin said.


“What? Depressed?”


“Yes, and I think you should think about getting some medication.”


“You know how I feel about that depression medication.” We had discussed it many times given his research as a neuroscientist and passion for reversing mental health disorders.


“I know, honey, but it works. Just to stabilize your mood while you go to counseling and do some other things to get back to yourself. Then you can get off of it.”


His words pierced through my heart, as if I had just lost a battle. Me? Depressed? No way. “I’m not about to be stuck on that medication for years and years.” All the excuses about what we had going on crossed my mind, and I quickly convinced myself that they were the cause of my upset. Counseling did seem like a good idea though.
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“Here we go again,” I thought to myself as I walked into the counselor’s office. I had been in therapy before, but with a different counselor and for a totally different reason. I was going to have to start from the beginning with her. I let out a sigh loud enough to be heard down the block and walked in.


The office was incredibly soothing. It was full of warm colors and vibrant cultural prints: I liked the counselor’s style already. The receptionist was cheerful, but not in an annoying way. After handling the typical first visit business, she handed me a survey to fill out. I had to evaluate my emotional state. The questionnaire included things like, “Rate your stress level on a scale of 1 to 10.” I rated myself the highest on almost every item. Man, I’m really messed up. This sista better be good.


The receptionist escorted me back to the room where we would meet. It looked like a meditation room. There were floor pillows, a beautiful native print rug, a running water fountain, a Zen rock garden, and multiple seating options to choose from; including the comfortable couch I landed on. I couldn’t pinpoint the scent, but there was definitely some aromatherapy going on. There were two large bookshelves full of a range of books on mental health. Based on her collection, Dr. Clay was interested in mental health in the black community.


My study of the office was shortly interrupted when Dr. Clay walked in. She had short, natural hair that was dyed light brown; she seemed to be in her 60s. She had a calm and warm demeanor, but also looked like she meant business. I had taken my time in researching therapists in the area and was already pleased with my choice. Something about her gave me a good vibe from the moment she walked in.


“So, what brings you in today?”


“I don’t even know where to begin. I feel like I’m falling apart.”


For the next 15 minutes or so, I recapped the past few months, beginning with the pneumonia and ending with the breakdown. She listened intently, and even raised her brows a few times. I could sense that she genuinely cared, and that she was already making some connections as I was sharing my story.


She probed a little more, and asked if there was anything else she should know about the past year or so leading up to the pneumonia. I was hoping to leave that part out; at least for this first session. I could already see that there would be no half-stepping with Dr. Clay. I let down my guard some more, and began to give her some of the highlights from the past few years.
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In the summer of 2009, I landed what I viewed as a dream job. I moved to Washington DC to serve as a political appointee in the administration of the first black President of the United States, Barack Obama. I was working on an issue that was near and dear to me, education reform. I truly believe that all children can learn, and was grateful for the opportunity to work on proving what was possible.


“Sounds like it was great,” Dr. Clay said. “So, why did you leave?”


Man, she’s good, I thought. She is going to make me talk about it.


“After two years of working long hours and weekends, giving presentations across the country, building a solid reputation within the administration, as well as with our external partners, and being known as the ‘go-to’ person for all things related to my topic area, someone from another office was promoted to take the lead on my area of work. There wasn’t even a position open; they just created a position to move him into.”


“How did that make you feel?” she asked.


This is where some of my old wounds really started to come up. I wanted to say, “Like shit,” but my family taught me not to speak like that in front of an elder. I scrambled for replacement words like pissed, bitter, frustrated, disrespected, and unappreciated. Just speaking those words stirred up the emotions in me, and I started speaking louder.


“They said we would work together as a team, but I didn’t believe it one bit. Did they really think I was going to stay there and report to him?” She had gotten me started. My blood was boiling and I was on a roll.


I was completely unforgiving and full of resentment. I felt overlooked, and took the decision personally. Was my work good enough? Is there something more I should have done to share my ideas and vision? I knew I should have spoken up more in meetings. What makes this guy better than me? Did they even consider me for this role? How dare they not even tell me this was happening!


I was the most angry I had been in quite some time, and I have always been a relatively even-keeled person. I would talk about him behind his back with coworkers. And when any of them would co-sign, it would only fuel the fire in me. I was so furious that I could have burned him with one look. No matter how many times my coworkers reassured me and affirmed the quality work I had done over the years, it was not enough to overcome the deep feeling of inadequacy that settled in the moment it was announced.


Staying in that environment was not something I was in the state of mind to consider, although the opportunity to transfer to another role was offered. I took the first external job that I could find that would allow me to bow out respectfully. I was devastated, but pretended I was excited about moving on. I’m not proud to say that on my way out, I let many people know how I really felt about the gentleman who had been placed in the new role. I seemed to be unable to curb the desire for vengeance that was adding fuel to the raging fire within me. Three weeks later, I was in the hospital with pneumonia. Three months later, I was at my wit’s end.


“That was helpful. Thank you for sharing so openly. Why don’t we spend the remainder of our time discussing your childhood and family history? Can you describe your life growing up and your family relationships?”


“Sure.” I sat quietly for a moment as I pondered where to begin. After some consideration, I figured it was best to start from the very beginning. The overview I gave her went something like this:


The Early Days


I spent my early years in a mixed-income neighborhood in Queens, New York. My parents grew up in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement and transcended former barriers by being among the first black students to attend an all-white, prestigious university. Their academic achievements, career milestones, and the ‘racial divide’ were extremely influential in the way I was raised. My family actively encouraged me to strive to achieve much more than they did in life. I was proud of them and, in turn, wanted to make them proud.


We lived around the corner from my grandmother, who was an instrumental figure in my life. She had a master’s degree from Howard University, which was an outstanding achievement for her time. She started a homework program at the local Langston Hughes library, where she took me after school on many occasions. The program is still running to this day. Everyone in the neighborhood knew her. She was one of the kindest and most loving people I’ve ever met.


Grandma always told me not to let others define me. She said, “If you don’t love yourself, no one else will.” I thought I knew what she meant at the time, but I would not understand the potency of that truism until much later. I spent almost every day at her house. Our favorite pastimes were playing Pokeno, eating fried bologna sandwiches, drinking Tang, and squeezing into a one-person seat together to watch TV. And giggling; lots of giggling.


When I was 8 years old, a job opportunity for my dad moved us from New York to the suburbs of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. This change in my surroundings considerably shaped the development of my personality. I went from a multicultural, urban environment where I felt accepted, to a suburban, predominantly white environment where I felt rejected. I was in a class in which I was the only black student, and in a school in which there weren’t many of us. Although I frequently overheard my parents talking about their struggles being “one of few” in the corporate world, I never really understood it until I was put in a similar situation. My hair was pulled. I was called several racial slurs. I was whispered about. I was made to feel inferior. And, my intelligence was consistently challenged (despite the fact that I was ahead of most of the students in my class).


I developed a shield to protect myself from the judgment of others – a strong, but silent personality. I had some bad experiences when speaking up or sharing my true thoughts in class, so I chose to keep fairly quiet. I worked diligently on doing well and achieving what I viewed as success. I did not want anyone to have a reason to speak negatively of me, so I was constantly trying to exceed the expectations of others. I never felt like I was good enough, so I was always pushing myself to do better.


Another struggle for me at this time was my identity. Of the 20 or so black students in my school, only two of them lived in an upper, middle-class neighborhood like my family. On one hand, the white children were calling me racial slurs, and on the other hand the black children were calling me “white girl.” I began to resent our family’s move to the suburbs. I strove to connect with the other black students in the school while also trying to blend into this new environment. I was confused, and never felt like I could balance the two worlds quite right.


Once I grew old enough to start working, I spent almost all of my money on clothes. I thought this would help me feel better about myself. I even placed as runner-up for “best dressed” in high school. I looked good on the outside, but that did nothing to pacify the insecurity I felt inside. I became a true master at disguising my inner pain.
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“Can you tell me a bit more about your parents? What were they like? And what was your relationship like with them?”


My parents were very career driven and traveled frequently on business. For years at a time, my dad lived in other states pursuing career opportunities, while my mom kept me and my younger sister in Pennsylvania so that we wouldn’t have to change schools. Their relationship was OK, but wasn’t what I pictured as the ideal relationship.


For years, my mom traveled abroad for one to two weeks out of every month for work. My grandmother on my dad’s side came to live with us during those years so that my sister and I could have loving care (and amazing meals!) at home while they were away. Despite the travel, my mom and I remained close. She was fun-loving, enjoyed dancing around the house, could out-cheer any parent at my sporting events, and relentlessly motivated me to do my best in school. She spent a lot of time with me and my sister, and worked just as hard at making sure we were well-rounded as she did at her day job (if not harder). If she was tired, she never showed it. When she came home from work, she would greet us like she hadn’t seen us in years.


My dad was always an introspective man. He loves music, and owns a record collection larger than I’ve ever seen. When I was a little girl, we were inseparable. I spent many hours down in the “basement lounge” where he kept all of his records. He even helped me start my own record collection. By age five, I could sing all the words to my favorite Whitney Houston, Michael Jackson, Grandmaster Flash & the Furious Five, New Edition, Teena Marie, and Prince songs. We spent many summers lying on a blanket at the Saratoga Jazz Festival in upstate New York, where we watched many jazz legends perform (although I was much too young to fully appreciate their greatness). I followed him to sporting events with his friends, to every horror movie that came out, and even opted for a wallet in my back pocket over the pretty purses my mom bought me. I was a daddy’s girl, and proud of it.


During my adolescent years, I noticed a significant shift in our relationship. It was likely just the long distance and my less-than-desirable teenage attitude but, in my head, it was much more than that. While my dad was quiet most of the time, he would not tolerate foolishness. He had a serious temper that I managed to set off more times than I would have cared to with my teenage know-it-all ways. I became afraid of him. We went from being peas-in-a-pod to oil and water. I said “I hate you” many times during those years, and was always elated when he left town on business.


The long distance became a strain on my parents’ relationship. They argued frequently, and didn’t seem to enjoy each other’s company. Sometimes, the arguments got so heated that I would go in my room and turn up the music to tune them out. When we were around other people, they acted like everything was fine, which always stuck in my mind.


I used to think, So, is that what we do in life? We just pretend everything is cool when it’s not?


“So, why do you think your relationship was so hostile with your dad? Can you tell me a little more about that?” Dr. Clay probed.


I envied the close relationships I saw between other fathers and daughters. I also envied the husband and wife relationships that seemed so much more loving and intimate than the interactions I witnessed between my parents. Growing up, The Cosby Show was my absolute favorite show. I was always comparing our family to “The Huxtables,” and secretly wished mine was like them. The love and affection displayed between Claire and Heathcliff (Cliff), and between Cliff and his daughters Sandra, Vanessa and Rudy, was admirable to me. The women around the father figure in the show always knew they were loved. I didn’t feel loved by my dad. I couldn’t remember him ever saying he loved me. He never told me I was beautiful. And he rarely said “Yes” to anything I wanted to do.


I would say something like, “Dad, can I go to the party? I got an ‘A’ on my Algebra test!” and he would say, “Absolutely not. End of discussion.” I would try to work my way around him by asking my mom, but he quickly caught on, and stopped that in its tracks. “The answer is no, Kandace. If you ask us again, I’m taking your phone.”




“You respond to what you perceive, and as you perceive so shall you behave.”


~A Course in Miracles





In my mind, he was my enemy. I paid little attention to the ways he did spend time with me and how he did show interest in what was going on in my life. I pushed him away, and had no intention of welcoming him back.


For a long time I blamed my dad for what played out next in my life. Through much of my teenage years, I used intimate relationships with young men as a way to feel loved and appreciated. I lost my virginity at age 14. I wanted so badly to feel loved and accepted, and I thought that it had to come from a man. By the time I was 18, I had allowed more young men access to me than I’d care to remember. The funny thing is, I didn’t even like the sex. I didn’t enjoy it in the moment because my thoughts were running wild. Am I doing it right? Does he think I’m sexy? Is he thinking about someone else? Would he just hurry up? What I did enjoy was spending time together, listening to music together, laughing, joking, and, especially, hearing them say nice things about me.




“The ‘little I’ seeks to enhance itself by external approval,
external possessions and external ‘love.’”
~A Course in Miracles





After the sex was over, I could always feel the weight of the guilt on my shoulders. I was a ‘slut’ in my mind. I hated the thought of that label, but I didn’t know another way to describe my escapades. I didn’t know how to end this cycle of feeding my desires through the opposite sex.


I gave myself away easily because I thought that would make me more likeable, more popular and, ultimately, make me feel more loved. I was hoping to find ‘true love,’ but was left heartbroken many times. The young men I was attracting into my life were, for the most part, not looking for serious relationships. They solely wanted me for my body, and that’s all I knew to offer.


Despite the pain that ensued after these encounters, like an addict I continued to go right back for another fix. I never found it hard to meet the next guy who was willing to help me forget about my troubles for the moment. I was attractive, tall, slim, and could recite the lyrics of all the old-school, Hip-Hop songs. I was like a verse out of a song by The Commodores: easy like Sunday morning. What was there for a young man not to like?


“You’ve given me a lot to process. That’s all the time we have for today, but I’ll give you some homework to complete for our next session.”


My first counseling session with Dr. Clay left my head spinning. I could barely keep track of my thoughts. Instead of men, had I become addicted to a successful career to pacify my need to feel good about myself? Had I followed the pattern I witnessed growing up and become overly conscious of how I looked in the eyes of others? Had I viewed someone getting promoted over me as a depletion of my self-worth?


I knew this was only the beginning. I hadn’t even touched on the most painful of my life’s experiences, so I knew I shouldn’t be too quick to draw any conclusions on the source of my anguish. We had a lot more work to do.




Chapter 2


Break of Dawn


T he week seemed to fly by. I waited until the last possible minute to do the homework Dr. Clay had assigned, and rushed to complete it the night before our appointment. One of the readings was titled, “Negative Thoughts Trigger Negative Feelings.” 1 I started with that one, and underlined the following sentence in the opening paragraph: We used to believe that it was depression or anxiety that made people think negatively but psychologists and psychiatrists have discovered that most people who struggle with anxious or depressed feelings first had negative, pessimistic, distorted thoughts that produced those feelings.


I was intrigued. I had not spent much time paying attention to the thoughts I was thinking. I didn’t think I had much control over them. The document went on to highlight the distorted thinking patterns that are common to people who struggle with depression or anxiety. There were 12 categories on the list, six of which were perfect descriptions of my thought patterns:




• Exaggerating: Making self-directed critical statements that include terms like never, nothing, everything, or always.


• Judging/Shoulds and Musts: Being critical of self or others with a heavy emphasis on the use of should have, ought to, must, have to, and should not have. For example: Feeling you should do something or things must be a certain way; feeling that you absolutely must behave in a particular way or thinking that you should have a level of control of the world around you.


• Mind reading: Making negative assumptions regarding other people’s thoughts and motives. Feeling that others should have known how you felt or what you wanted even though you didn’t tell them.


• Feelings are facts: Because you feel a certain way, reality is seen as fitting that feeling.


• Self-blaming: Holding one’s self responsible for an outcome that was not completely under one’s control.


• Projection: Making negative assumptions about the thoughts, intentions, or motives of another person, which are often ‘projections’ of your own thoughts and feelings about the situation.







“Depression is reinforced every time a negative thought goes unchallenged and is accepted as truth.”


~Arthur E. Jongsma, Jr.





As I looked over the list, I was amazed by how normal I viewed these ways of thinking. I had no idea there was another way to look at things. Didn’t everyone view life this way?


The next assignment was titled, “Identifying Mistaken Beliefs and Countering them with Assertive Rights.”2 There was a list of mistaken beliefs on the left column and a list of assertive rights on the right column. I was to check off the mistaken beliefs that I still held and the assertive rights that I had difficulty accepting. Three of the assertive rights were jumping off the page at me:




You have a right to ask for help or emotional support


You have a right to feel and express pain


You have a right to be alone, even if others request your company





I really struggled with these three rights. I was looking forward to discussing my struggles with Dr. Clay; I needed help accepting them.
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“Welcome back, Kandace. How was your week?”


“It was okay. I’m still staying home from work, but I feel bad about it. I find myself logging in to make sure I’m staying up to date.”


“Is your boss asking you to do that?”


“No. I guess I just feel like I should.” As it came out of my mouth, I wished I could pull it back. I just caught myself saying I should do something. I knew Dr. Clay was going to pick up on it.


“Why is that? As I recall, you mentioned in our last meeting that your boss said to take as much time as you need, right?”


“Yes, I am on medical leave but I still feel an obligation to support my new team. They were just getting used to me and beginning to rely on me and I feel like I left them stranded.”


“I see. Did you have a chance to do your homework?” I knew where she was headed. She didn’t miss a beat.


“Yes, I wanted to talk to you about the assertive rights I’m having a hard time accepting. They are mostly centered on asking for help and taking time for me. I have always considered myself a strong woman, and never want to appear weak to anyone else. It always felt like a loss of power, or a sign of weakness for me to ask anyone for help. So, I rarely did. I was more likely to suffer through difficult times in order to maintain my positive image.”


“Why do you think that is?”


“Well, I think part of it may come from what I witnessed in my parents in my early years, but there’s a lot more that has happened throughout my life that I think it could stem from.”


“I’m all ears.”


I began sharing about my college and young adult years with her in hopes that she could help me make some connections.


College and Young Adult Years


I was excited to get out of the house and finally head to college. After my difficult experience in the suburbs, I was adamant about going to a Historically Black College. I decided on Florida A&M University (FAMU) in Tallahassee. The school was TIME Magazine’s College of the Year at that time, and its five-year MBA program had a stellar reputation. The high-achiever in me loved the idea of obtaining my bachelor’s and master’s degrees in five years and graduating with a MBA-level salary.


I got off to a good start academically and socially, but my addiction to sex was still on overdrive. It wasn’t long before I found myself on a path that I was hoping to avoid. Toward the end of my first semester, I got pregnant. The young man I was dating didn’t want anything to do with a baby, and quickly found another woman to spend time with. I was left on my own to figure out what to do next. I could not face the shame and disappointment that I believed would be inevitable if I told my parents, “I’m having a baby.” I did one of the only things I viewed as a viable option for me: I had an abortion.


I was 19 years old, terrified, ashamed, hurt, and felt incredibly guilty. I could barely look people in the eye for a while because I was afraid they would notice something was wrong. I decided to open up to a couple of my closest friends and was so glad I did. They shared stories of other young women they knew who made the same decision and were still able to have children later (something I was worried about). I found some comfort in knowing that I was not alone, and that I had not ruined my childbearing possibility. It was still tough. I constantly thought about what would have been different had I kept the baby. I felt horrible when I would see young mothers on campus who managed to still hold down their academic responsibilities.


By January of my freshman year (start of second semester), rumors about me being ‘easy’ had spread all around campus. I had a deep desire to change my behavior and shift the perception of me. I no longer had the urge to sleep with just anyone. I had suffered the consequences of my actions and did not want to repeat them. I was eventually able to rise above the rumors by doing well in school and getting involved on campus. During this period of ‘re-branding,’ I pushed myself to be great in all areas. (I will not say that I was great in all areas, but it was indeed my desire to be.)


During the spring semester of my freshman year, I entered into a steady relationship with a young man who liked me for me and not just my body. He was popular, smart, and well respected by both students and professors. He was also a DJ, and our mutual affinity for music is what opened the door to our friendship. I can remember the first time he came by my campus apartment. He was flipping through my massive CD collection, and started putting on various songs to see if I actually knew them. We spent hours rapping our hearts out to all of my late 80s and early 90s Hip-Hop music. He couldn’t find one song that I couldn’t keep up with. That was the beginning of a relationship that lasted for almost my entire college experience.


After attending church together weekly for a couple months, I felt called one day to ‘wash away my sins’ and start anew via baptism. Each week, the music from the choir would overtake me and move me to tears, and the message seemed to be directed at me. It was a powerful time of renewal and purification for me after all those years of misusing my body.


I had grown up Christian, and went to Sunday school almost every week. At the time, I didn’t feel deeply connected to it, and many days even resented having to go. My mom never forced me to get baptized, as I had witnessed many other parents do. She believed it was something I should do on my own when, and if, I decided it was for me. I didn’t think I would ever do it but, at that point in my life, I knew no other way to wipe the slate clean when I felt so filthy.




“You’ve been searching over here and over there, but only God can take the pain away.”


~Kirk Franklin





I was grateful for my boyfriend coming into my life when he did, and vowed to never mess up what we had. I naively thought that the baptism would take away all the pain associated with my past. One of the songs the choir used to sing frequently was He’ll Take Away the Pain, 3 by Kirk Franklin. That’s what I was praying for.


The next couple of years were great. After sporting long, straight hair for years, I cut all of the chemical relaxer out of my hair and ‘went natural.’ It was incredibly liberating – I felt like a new woman. I was making my parents proud with my good grades. I ran for student senate and won. I joined a sorority. I volunteered with youth in the community. I was president of a support group on campus for students from the tri-state area in the northeast. I started interning for a record label and promoting neo-soul and underground Hip-Hop artists on campus. I also started doing marketing and promotions for a popular, local neo-soul and jazz band. I hosted open-mic nights. I wrote and performed poetry. I had settled into a bohemian style that suited me. I picked up a new nickname from friends, Queen, which stuck with me throughout my time in college. And, if there was a contest for “best dressed” on campus, you would have thought that my boyfriend and I were competing to win it every day. We just knew we were fly!


Things were going smoothly in our relationship, until I started getting extremely jealous. I really thought I loved him and he thought he loved me – the problem was I didn’t know how to love myself. When I say I was jealous, I don’t mean a little bit. I checked e-mails, phone messages, would dig through papers, interrupted his conversations with other women to ensure they knew he was taken, and constantly questioned his love for only me – I was a mess! I was so paranoid and afraid of losing the wonderful feeling of love I was experiencing that I ended up sabotaging it myself.


My behavior started to make him question my actions and, in his own digging, he ended up finding out about my past. From my journals he found out about the promiscuity I displayed in the first semester of my freshman year. I lied about the campus rumors at the beginning of our relationship, when some of his friends warned him about me. He tried to make it work for a few months after uncovering this and even sought counseling from our pastor. Ultimately, he decided he did not want to continue the relationship.


I realized later that I never felt worthy of the love I was receiving from him because of the guilt and shame I carried with me from the way I had used my body in the past. It was completely devastating to lose who I thought was ‘The One’ and, even more so, to accept that it was my doing.


What made this period even more rough for me was that I had pushed myself to finish my bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 4½ years so that I could be with the man I thought I was going to marry. But now the relationship was over. So much of my identity was wrapped in being his woman. I had already accepted a job with the same company he worked with, and was planning to move to the same city the year after he graduated. Needless to say, I had some serious healing work to do. With us no longer together I needed to figure out who I was – apart from that relationship.




“Here comes the sun, little darling, and I say, ‘It’s all right… It’s all right.’”


~Nina Simone





I was grateful for my dad planting the jazz seed in me because Nina Simone, Cassandra Wilson, and Billie Holiday were helping me cry out my tears. I did manage to have some fun during my final year of college. I made a great set of friends that helped me create new memories, and began to rebuild my selfesteem. At the end of that year, I hesitantly walked across the graduation stage, wishing I hadn’t rushed my time in college. I absolutely loved FAMU and was no longer looking forward to being in the same city as my ex. I felt like I still needed time to regroup before walking into that situation. Thankfully, the company with whom I accepted a position offered new employees a grace period of up to 12 months to start. They also gave a hefty signing bonus at that time; part of which I used for a down payment on the house I was having built, and the other part I used to get as far away as possible.




“Rather than focusing on what you want to have… or get… or do, focus on how you are – NOW – because how you are now is all you’ll ever experience.”


~Cheri Huber,
The Depression Book





“That’s a lot for a young woman to handle,” Dr. Clay said. “You mentioned you had been to counseling before; was it during this time period?”


“No. I wish I had, but I didn’t attend counseling until many years later when I was dealing with another life crisis.”


“I see. Well, that’s all the time we have for today. Let’s save that story for the next visit. I do have another homework assignment for you. Are you up for reading a book?”


“Definitely. I’m up for anything that can help me get out of this funk I’m in.”


Dr. Clay went to her bookshelf and retrieved a small book, The Depression Book: Depression as an Opportunity for Spiritual Growth, 4 by Cheri Huber. I didn’t know if I liked the idea of walking around with a book with that title, but it did sound like something I needed to read.


Once again, I found my head spinning upon leaving Dr. Clay’s office. Given the way I rushed through college, had I fully healed from all that took place during that time? Were there still open wounds that I was unaware of? Was there still some guilt and shame that I was holding onto that was contributing to my emotional state? I needed to recall the period immediately after college in order to continue putting the pieces together. I vowed to do so during our next session. In the interim, I had some reading to do.
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Since I had free time on my hands while on medical leave, I decided to head to the library to have some quiet time. By this time, my family and I had moved into our new home. There were contractors in and out of the house, so it wasn’t an ideal place to read and reflect.


I assumed I would be there for just a couple of hours, but I could not put the book down. I read it from beginning to end in one sitting. I was happy there weren’t too many people around me because I could not stop the tears from flowing. What hit me so deeply was that I had not allowed myself to feel the pain during the lowest moments of my life. I either suppressed it or I expressed it as resentment toward someone, but I never allowed it to just be. I wrote down my favorite passages so that I could share my insights with Dr. Clay. This was a major ‘Aha’ moment for me. I had a smile on my face as I walked in to my next counseling session.


“You look happy today,” Dr. Clay said. “And, from your ratings, I can see that you’re feeling a bit better. I’m glad to see that.”


“Yes, I do feel a bit better. The book really helped me see how I push away my feelings, and don’t allow myself to just let them be what they are. If I’m feeling sad, I just want to feel happy quickly so I never pause to think about the thoughts, emotions, or beliefs that may be causing it.”


“I’m glad you liked it. What were your favorite parts?”


“Well, one of my favorite lines was, ‘If you cannot be kind to the one person whose suffering you can actually feel, you will never be able to be kind to anyone.’ That was an eye-opener for me. For so many years, I have put myself down and viewed myself in such a negative light. I wasn’t at all focused on being kind to myself. She also included some questions in the book that were powerful and thought-provoking for me. One of them was, How do you feel about having pleasure? That one drove me to tears.”


“How do you feel about having pleasure and being kind to yourself?”


“I don’t feel like I deserve to have time to myself. Whenever I do take time away by meeting up with friends, I feel guilty and am always thinking about getting back home as quickly as possible. I think I know what that comes from. I actually wanted to pick up where we left off last time and talk about the time period after college if you don’t mind.”


“Of course. Go for it.”
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After rushing through college, I decided to go to Madrid, Spain, for what I thought would be a one-month journey of ‘finding myself’ (whatever that meant). I chose Madrid because a colleague from business school, Danisha, was there on internship. We didn’t know each other all that well, but whenever we saw each other on campus we would give each other hugs like we were long-lost friends. She had a warm, friendly, and joyful spirit. I remember when I cut my hair natural. Many people would say that I shouldn’t have cut off “all that pretty hair,” but she was one of a few who affirmed my look. “I LOVE it!” I recall her saying, “You look stunning! Go ‘head girl!” It was just the encouragement I needed that day to hold my head high, and settle in to my natural style. She was ‘good people.’


While journaling and reflecting on the plane, I made a decision to speak my truth in all relationships going forward. I acknowledged that I would not have had so many issues in my last relationship if I had just been honest about my past, fears, and insecurities. I was a 22-year-old woman with a MBA who had raced through school for a man who no longer wanted me. The last thing I thought I was going to Spain for was to find another one. I needed a break.


I was ready to explore new cultures and subjects that intrigued me. I didn’t have time to study anything outside of my business curriculum given my intensive class schedule and extracurricular activities while in school. On the plane, I read a book on world religions, a topic that had always been of great interest to me. I was curious about the similarities and common themes across religions. After finishing the book, The World’s Religions, 5 by Huston Smith, I started to question my beliefs. How could only one religion be right? Would God really allow people to go to ‘hell’ just because they weren’t exposed to the so-called ‘right’ religion? I didn’t have any answers at that point, but knew I wanted to study some more. I also added one more thing to the list of things I must be authentic about in my next relationship – my spiritual confusion.


The next night, Danisha invited me to dinner with some friends she had met throughout her time in Madrid. We went to one of the best paella restaurants in Madrid, La Barraca. The first person I saw when I walked in was Kevin. His perfect smile drew me in, and it held me the entire evening. We ended up sitting at opposite ends of the table, but that didn’t keep us from talking to one another. I also had a chance to meet Melissa, a FAMU graduate who had been living in Madrid for a couple years. After dinner, we all decided to go over to Ducados, a place known for having great music and the best mojitos.


On the walk over, I initiated small talk with Kevin so that we could walk behind the others.


“So, I hear you’re a Kappa.”


“That’s right, I’m a Nupe!” he said.


“I’m a Delta. Crimson and cream love!”


After it came out, I was embarrassed by my corniness. (To clarify, crimson and cream are the colors of both of the Pan-Hellenic organizations we belong to.) I could hear my new friend, Melissa, chuckling at me in the background. Corny as it was, it sparked a conversation that would continue throughout my time in Spain. The music playing at Ducados was right up my alley – acid jazz, old school R&B, house music, and funk. My interest in Kevin piqued when he could hold his own with me on music knowledge. Music was clearly the language of my soul.


There were so many old songs that we both knew the words to. We kept joking back and forth with each other on almost every song.


“What you know about Brand New Heavies?”


“Girl, what you know about Incognito?”


“This is my jam! Patrice Rushen is my girl!”


“No, this is my jam! This is before your time!”


He had all the credentials a mother would love – PhD, handsome, worldly, loved his family, played an instrument, etc. There was only one hesitation that crossed my mind at the time: our age difference. I was 22 and he was 32. I was fresh out of college, and he had had the time to live on his own and experience a lot more of life than I had. All of that doubt faded the more time we spent together.


From the very beginning, I shared everything with him: my fears, insecurities, life struggles, hopes, dreams, failures, my questions about God and spirituality – everything. I wasn’t worried about trying to impress him, and I didn’t care if it scared him off. I didn’t want him to fall in love with a lie. He accepted me for all that I was, and believed in what was possible for us in the future. He found my authenticity refreshing and, in turn, opened up to me in ways he hadn’t with other women.


I decided to push my start date back with my new job and stayed in Madrid for three months. We hung out, laughed, traveled to other countries, poured out our hearts, and just enjoyed our time together. It was the most free I had felt in my life. Ever since getting embarrassed and belittled for expressing myself in elementary school, I hadn’t given myself permission to be my authentic self because of fear of judgment. I gave everyone what I thought they wanted. With Kevin, I was being my authentic self and being accepted for it – something I had never experienced nor imagined.


Six months after I left Madrid, Kevin moved back to the States to be with me. We continued to travel the world and enjoy life together. Being in the same city as my ex-boyfriend ended up not being a problem; they even liked each other. I remember one night we were all out at a party, and they were talking at the bar. When they finished, Kevin came back over to me and said, “You know, if you two didn’t have a history, we probably would have been cool.” Awkward as it was for me, I was grateful for their camaraderie.


The vulnerability this relationship with Kevin fostered created a deep connection between us that only improved the more time we spent together. Kevin and I got married in July 2005, two and a half years after we met. I sincerely believed we were a match made in Heaven.


Although I thought I was healed from my past at this point, one year after we got married we were introduced to a seminar that proved the wounds were still open. The Landmark Forum 6 is a three-day experiential seminar that is designed to bring about positive and permanent shifts in the daily lives of participants. It helped me uncover, and begin to shed, layers of guilt, shame, blame, and resentment that had unconsciously piled up in me. I was able to recognize what they referred to as my “strong suit,” the protection I developed to navigate the world and protect myself from getting hurt: my façade of having it all together. I was able to acknowledge the way I had created ‘stories’ about what really happened in my life and how they have hindered me – like the story I created about my dad not loving me. And, I was able to begin the process of taking responsibility for intentionally creating what’s possible in each moment thereafter.


A big part of the seminar was forgiveness of the past. During this session, I was able to forgive people from my elementary and secondary school who thought less of me because of the color of my skin – resentment that I had been holding onto for much of my life. In addition to thinking or writing about situations that needed to be forgiven, participants were encouraged to call someone with whom we were holding onto resentment with and forgive them. I knew exactly who I needed to call.


The forgiveness call to my dad was intimidating. I remember breaking out into a full body sweat just before dialing the number. I rarely called him just to talk. I talked to my mother more openly about what was going on in my life, but the conversations between me and my dad were more surface. I wrote out what I was going to say, but when he answered the phone, I clammed up.


“Hey, Dad!”


“Hey, Kans, what’s going on?”


I broke out into tears, and could barely get my words out. After taking a few deep breaths, I began sharing.


“I’m in a workshop this weekend, and it has been so helpful in healing some issues I had from the past. I wanted to call you to let you know I love you and I forgive you. I hope you can forgive me for the way I have pushed you away.”


I went on to tell him about the ways I had misused my body, and the bad habits I had developed. I shared that I had been blaming him for all of those negative aspects of my life. I told him that I now realized that no one else is responsible for the way my life has turned out. I let him know I released him from blame, and that I would like to build a closer relationship with him again. I missed how close we were when I was a little girl. I wasn’t sure if it would get back to that, but I was willing to try.


He apologized for anything he had done to hurt my feelings in the past, and told me he loved me. He also mentioned he was glad I was in this workshop so that I could move on from the past. A couple days later, he sent me this letter. My dad, the quiet man who rarely expresses deep emotion, touched me at my core with this one. I read it out loud to my classmates.




Dear Kans,


I must say your call this weekend caught me by surprise, but re-affirmed what a special daughter and person you have grown to be. In professional terms, and also speaking for Mom, you are exceeding our expectations!!!


Life has many turns, twists, ups, downs, and bumps in the road. Our experiences as a family were no different. You can’t change things said and done, but you can learn, grow, and move on to better things.


I have nothing to forgive you for! That would be hard considering all the wonderful memories I have of times together; remember the bumpy van ride from Syracuse to Buffalo while helping me move? How about at a young age our Saturdays at the movies, and laughing at horror films that Mom will not watch today? Or going to your first baseball game, I can still hear you saying, “Dad you told me we would catch a baseball!”


I am a firm believer that the most important thing in life is to know yourself, a huge enabler to getting the most of your time in this world today. You are well on your way, keep learning and keep growing!!


Love,


Dad
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