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INTRODUCTION

Call them inspired ideas. Call them divine nudges or quiet reminders. Call

them what you will, but I think you know what I’m talking about—whispers

that intuitively feel right.

I think you also know what often happens next—the muffl ing of 

those whispers with the clamor of responsibility, or with forgetfulness, or

sleep…. Again, call it what you will.

But if you’re lucky, something starts to rouse you and yanks off the

blankets. Yes, lucky. Better a moment of intense, bleary-eyed disorientation

than a protracted, fi tful slumber. Or that’s what I decided.

But I didn’t decide in the way that you and I traditionally decide, my 

cerebral brothers and sisters. I didn’t get into my head and fi gure it out.

I got into my body.

You see, we do things in life to feel good or, at the very least, feel better.

Pause a moment, and consider whether that’s true for you. As a thinker, I

know you can do it. What did you fi nd? I’d be surprised if you didn’t fi nd

the truth behind my premise. For those of you hesitant to admit fi nding

it for fear of appearing selfi sh, let me remind you that we feel good, very 

good in-deed, doing for others—sometimes better than we do doing for

ourselves.

But I’m mixing my messages. Let me get back to what I stated: We do

things in life to feel good or, at the very least, feel better. So now can you

see how relying heavily on thinking could lead us astray? It seems to me

a reliable indicator of getting hot or cold in our lives is our feelings, more 

so than our thoughts, about what we’re experiencing.
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This isn’t such a strange notion. You’ve probably already relied on your

feelings—perhaps you prefer the term “gut instincts”—despite evidence to

the contrary. You thought this doesn’t feel right, and did something opposite

to what made logical sense. And things turned out fi ne—very fi ne, in fact.

But then you forget.

Many of us forget. We forget when it could serve us best to remember.

We forget in the turning-point moments of our lives when we’re advised

to “think hard”—rather than “feel hard”—about our actions.

But now I am remembering. I hope to jog your memory, too.



PART 1

AN AFRICAN
ADVENTURE



4



5

NAIROBI

“How’d you pick that outfi t?” When I was growing up, my mother

frequently asked me that question; some days, she asked more

than once.

She let me change clothes on a whim and drop barely-worn garments

into a hamper. And with seven siblings—Vivian, Tracey, Sylvia, Barbara,

Samuel, Catherine and Marc—and Vivian’s daughter, Carmen, also

wanting clean laundry, my mother’s tolerance, if not encouragement, of 

my habit was all the more worthy of sainthood.

Born in Ann Arbor to Frances and Samuel Harmon, mine was an

uneventful existence in Burns Park. So don’t blame me—child seven—for

spicing things up with fashion and, more literally, snacking on radishes.

Child one—who wished to lock me away—would contend my bratty 

behavior was spicier than my garb.

My once highly spirited behavior, as I prefer calling it, became ever d

more apparent when in 1977, my father’s work with the Harvard Institute

for International Development landed us on a British Airways fl ight to

Nairobi. The plan was to stay three years from what I remember hearing

when we left. But some nine years later, I remained in Africa. Other family 

members remained there longer.
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I felt the differentness of the place—or was it lightheadedness from

high altitude? Whatever it was, Kenya was OK from all indications.

Contrary to misguided images of Africa I’d seen on television, I found

Nairobi an English-speaking, cosmopolitan city with cars—not large

game—for transportation. But more importantly, I found summertime

in February and a swimming pool at the Milimani Hotel, where we were

living while my parents found a house.

Because we’d only been in the country mere days, I didn’t know that 

Kenyan children were seen more than heard around older folk (not that it 

would have mattered). So even now, years later, what caused more surprise

is still up for debate: a nine-year-old girl-child approaching a group of 

young men to speak, or what she said.

“Hi, you guys.” My Michigan accent tickled them. “You know, I have

fi ve sisters—one for you, and you, and you and you.” I decided against 

peddling 11-year-old Catherine.

They erupted with laughter, but I remained unfazed. Instead, I pro-

duced the fl esh-and-blood evidence of the truth I spoke. In the time I took 

to say “hi” and drag my sisters to the pool, I’d transformed from “weird 

girl” to “smash hit”. One of those fellows even met a girlfriend that day.

Contrast that personality to a timid girl in the classroom.

Traditionally, school-age expatriates in Nairobi went  to the International

School of Kenya. But not the young Harmon kids.

The Harmon kids’ parents thought better than traveling the world

to plop in America abroad. The philosophy was simple; not so simple

was fi nding a school for everyone. Marc, two years my junior, was home-

schooled before joining Samuel, Catherine and me at Consolata Primary 

School.

Consolata Primary dispensed fi ne Catholic doctrine to kids Standards

One through Seven. I remember fi rst stepping on the grounds.

“Mom, if I come to school here,” I said, “I wanna wear the shorts, not 

the dress.” She told me I had no choice in the matter. “But those girls

are wearing shorts,” I insisted. Her response mystifi ed me: “Those aren’t 

girls, Mary.”
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With braids crisscrossed neatly atop their heads, she’s telling me they’re

not girls? No, not girls: Sikh boys. Clearly, I had things to learn.

I started with the Rapunzel-esque boys. Turns out, Sikh males didn’t 

cut their hair; the boys wore braids until donning turbans at manhood

(whenever that clock started ticking).

As I investigated other affairs, I defaulted into a role—Child Emissary 

of the USA. I served as the fi rst American my classmates had ever touched.

As such, I spread cultural understanding the schoolyard over. Even my 

socks—with separate projections for each toe—triggered curiosity.

“Oh! Socks look like that in America? In Kenya, they look like this.”

With my cultural awareness, I set the record straight. Yes, I promoted

goodwill and opened doors of worldly exposure.

Fine, you can laugh. But as you do, consider that Kenyan adults had

little contact with Americans back then—especially black ones.

On disclosing her origins, a man incredulously questioned my sister,

“There are Africans from America? Are there others like you?”

As I said, I opened doors of worldly exposure.

As a former British colony, Kenya follows the European tradition of start-

ing the academic year in January. By leaving the 4th grade and entering

Standard 4 in February, I effectively repeated six months of school. Not 

to worry, I wasn’t a wunderkind.

“Show me your hands!” my teacher ordered a cheeky boy. The rest 

of the students gulped in air, creating a  silent vacuum in the room. I

understood why on seeing  the blackboard ruler—about three feet long

it seemed—swoosh through the air and land with a smack! on the  boy’s!

palms. I thought hitting kids in school was against  the law. I wanted to

cry. I wondered what else teachers  could get away with in Kenya.

To make matters worse, I couldn’t spell “Kilimanjaro” any more than I

knew where it was. And what were the “felt tips” the kid next to me wanted

to borrow? Freaked out by the hitting, I insisted he keep my magic markers
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once I understood what he wanted.

It was rough going those early days at Consolata. In the classroom, I

suspended my cultural efforts and exhibited separatist tendencies. That’s

to say, I hovered away from the crowd…at the bottom of the class. I hoped

to get credit for adjusting to everything. But report card after report card,

credit never appeared. The theme was a timid girl who needed to do bet-

ter—particularly in math and science. From where I stood, better to be

dumb and good than  dumb and bad, so I embraced yet another role—

Crowd-Pleasing Dimwit.

Thanks to the unfortunate practice of assigning class rank, my status

was not a secret. Nobody’s status was a secret. If our ranks managed to

stay private, the new practice of segregating students according to our

perceived intelligence gave us away: smart-, middle-of-the-road- and slow 

kids would go to A, B and C classes, respectively.

I accepted my C-class fate, but something unexpected happened. My 

behavior was so good (at school anyway), that my teacher would put me in

the A class if I promised to work hard.

And I did work hard, but had a slip-up in behavior (as far as my new 

teacher was concerned). Upset that I was upset at one of my best friends—

for a reason I surely can’t remember—my A-class teacher sought to beat 

us back into harmony.

She called my friend into the staff room and uttered the words of 

death: “Show me your hands!” You know the rest of the drill. My friend

returned to the classroom and sneered that it was my turn. I slowly walked

to the staff room, rehearsing the words my mother had taught me when I

told her about the fi rst child-hitting I’d witnessed.

“Show me your hands!” I felt nervous delivering my mother’s message

with the eyes of so many teachers on me, but better to do what mom said

than this woman. Clearing my throat, I spoke softly but with fi rm eye

contact, “My mother said I shouldn’t let teachers hit me. She said I should

take a taxi home instead, and you can talk to her later.”

If hawking my sisters broke resident child laws, I’d just committed

every mortal sin a Kenyan child could. The response was shocked silence.
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Regaining her composure, my teacher spoke with a voice more timid than

my own: “Go back to class.”

I suspect they suffered fright of right-hand driving in left-hand traffi c,

but it could have been fatigue from shuttling kids from place to place.

Bottom line: my parents hired a driver. His name was Kamanzi.

I was slow at school, but took no time understanding  that Kamanzi

used us—the youngest Harmons—as his  ticket to our 14-seater Nissan

minivan. We didn’t try to  stop it, though.

“Maa-daam,” Kamanzi would say to my mother, “I’m taking the

shilldren for ice cream.” We didn’t protest. The arrangement was actually 

pretty good: we got ice cream and other stuff, he got pit stops to fraternize

with the ladies. Granted, we visited rather shady parts of town, but we

never saw anything we shouldn’t have and generally felt Kamanzi wanted

our comfort as much as his own. This turned out to be the very reason I

started to dislike him.

As a kid among adults, I attracted attention. Kamanzi made it worse:

“It’s too hawt,” he said about my chai, “drink from heah.” He handed me

a saucer. I knew he wanted to cool down my tea, but I wanted to drink like

a human, not a dog. “I know it’s hot, Kamanzi, but don’t make me do it.”

He insisted; my days as his pawn were over. Our Nissan was stolen shortly 

thereafter, and he stopped working for us anyway.

A sporty MG sounds sexy, yes? Sadly, ours put many  meals on our mechan-

ic’s table. I’d snatch that car now, but wanted a Mercedes then. Everyone

had one, it seemed, but us. I never voiced my disappointment because I

knew, by  that time in their lives, my parents didn’t spend on luxury cars;

they spent on experiences.

I visited Lake Nakuru, which from a distance looked pink from densely 
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packed fl amingos; watched hippos underwater from an observatory in

Mzima Springs; witnessed wildebeest migration across the Serengeti

plains; tasted garam masala.

When travel didn’t marvel my eyes, garam masala marveled my tongue.

Indian food was a perk of running errands with my mother, which I’d have

done regardless as an exemplary momma’s girl.

Certain sisters called me spoiled for my weekly restaurant outings. I,

however, saw the meals as necessary for getting the job done. Mom and I

ran errands Nairobi-style, and that took time.

Although chock-full of luxury foreign cars, Kenya’s capital city still

had its “developing nation” moments. Withdrawing money from the

bank, for example, meant presenting at the teller window, handing over

a cheque made payable to “cash”, leaving the bank to kill time while a clerk e

manually verifi ed availability of funds and returning some hours later to

pick up one’s money.

Paying utility bills meant standing for hours in long lines replete with

strong body odors and limited personal space.

The meals we ate, trips to the market made to get wooden carvings for

my growing collection, saffron ice cream we licked…all necessities for the

job my mother and I were doing.

For over nine years, my mother and I “ran the streets” almost every 

Saturday. We’d go at a pace too fast for my sisters when they imposed

on us. I scoffed at their slowness: “You have to go faster to hang with

us!” Those chicks were encroaching on my territory; it served them right 

getting exhausted.

I was punch-drunk happy running errands with my mother, so when

a particular incident occurred one day, it took me a moment to sober

up and realize what had happened. I turned at an odd sensation; my 

eyes met a man blowing me a kiss. He’d surreptitiously pinched me. I

couldn’t believe he’d done it, especially with my mother by my side. Really,
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the incident confused more than disturbed me, and I didn’t say a word

about it. But one day on Biashara Street, I saw red at a boy showing off 

for his friends.

I should have known from his strut that he was thinking nothing good.

If I faced him, he couldn’t catch me by surprise—or so I thought. How he

managed to pinch my unformed breast was beyond me. He walked past,

a hero to his pack of cackling hyenas. I froze. In the next moment, I was

hot with resolve to strike out the next time.

Truth be told, I had started striking out before that day. I knew better

than to let teachers—or anyone, for that matter—hit me. I decided to

treat pinching the same and, ironically, made up my ten-year-old mind to

hit any future offenders after I got pinched a second time. The Biashara 

Street incident only escalated my hitting to jabbing with my elbow. My 

mother had no idea; I told her some twenty years later. Too bad she didn’t 

see me topple the boy at the fair. I hadn’t meant to knock the wind out of 

him, but that I did was not so regrettable.

“Excuse me, this is the ladies’ room.”

“I know,” I said politely as possible to that silly woman, “I’m a girl!”

Looking like a boy may have spared me pinching, but shrouding my 

gender was never my intention. My change in look was for comfort.

My mother would grow irritated struggling to comb my hair: “Act like

you have bones in your neck!” But it hurt to keep my head still. French

braids weren’t worth it; I asked mom to cut off my hair, and she did.

Selected sisters would sometimes tease me in that  special sisterly way,

but their reactions to my haircut couldn’t have been more affi rming. The

girl they’d once taunted as ugly (until my mother made them stop), looked

sooo cute. I beamed, at least until the name-calling resumed.

I was sitting at the piano with Tracey looming over me. She was giving

me a lesson. I was rushing the piece and she was going nuts: “Ritardando!

Ritardando!”
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I wailed, running to fi nd my mother, “Maaam! Tracey’s calling me

retarded!”

“No, I’m not!” she snapped, “I was telling you to slow down!”

Oops.

A name I sanctioned, albeit hesitantly, was “Human Sedative”. My sister

let it slip, and her ensuing cover-up actually swayed me. “No, that’s a good

thing,” she said. “You help me fall asleep.” Putting aside my suspicions, I

got comfortable with the name and bedtime storytelling.

I told stories about Nancy Drew and other characters I’d swiped from

books. I retold movies from the Nairobi Cinema, a practice that routinely 

took two hours when the fi lms themselves lasted no longer than 90

minutes. My own noteworthy experiences—besides the ones supplied by 

my parents—were few, but I always had something to tell.

“Maaary,” I’d hear my drawn-out name, “come tell me a story.” I did,

and all would go quiet…

August ’78 was a bad time for my father to have been  away from our

African home on business: Mzee Jomo Kenyatta, famed freedom fi ghter

and fi rst president of Kenya, had died.

The country was hushed with grief and nervousness; it hadn’t seen a 

transfer of power since claiming independence from Britain in 1963. The

potential for bloodshed was real. But there was no bloodshed. Mtukufu

Rais—“His Excellency the President”—Daniel arap Moi quietly assumed

the reigns, and life resumed as normal.

To call my family normal would be an untruth in the eyes of many,l

even now. As black American novelties, we drew extra attention from

Nairobians, who already kept close tabs on each other—right down to

license plate numbers. So when someone started a rumor that we thought 
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our pet goat was a Kenyan dog, attention mounted further.

Billy, of Goats Gruff fame, was a gift to my niece Carmen. We knew 

Billy was a goat, and a female one at that, but treated her otherwise.

She had a little goat house—equipped with a swinging door and carpet.

In time, she was joined by the family “cat”—a short-lived chicken that 

remained nameless.

If our pets didn’t push us past the threshold of too much attention, we

performed. We performed as a troupe, but it was mostly Barbara’s face that 

graced the newspapers for snagging leading roles. We were increasingly 

on people’s lips. Curiously, so too was our phone number.

The calls started cautiously. “May I speak to Bara-bara?” She answered,

but didn’t know the boy.

“May I speak to Sil-va?” The frequency of mysterious communication

mounted. How odd…

Sam had to survive in his new environment. Better the wrath of sis-

ters than upper classmen at Nairobi Boys’ School, notorious for hazing

neophytes. That Sam took cover behind date-eligible sisters was quick 

thinking. That he turned a profi t by selling our phone number in the

process was inspired.

T he Certifi cate of Primary Education (CPE) is a life-altering ticket in

a young Kenyan’s life. It is a ticket into secondary school or, if you

fl unked, toiling in a fi eld.

CPE: an evil force pressuring budding teens to hunker down and swot

(study) for months—unless, of course, you were a dim-witted Kenyan-

American who liked costumes.

My teachers had established that I was thick; I saw no cause to cram

given an inevitable outcome. I opted instead to play a weasel in The Toad 

of Toad Hall at the Kenya National Theatre. I’d been drugged by that placel

years earlier while performing in The King and I.II

I was unwavering in my decision until I talked to a CPE-preparing kid
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I didn’t even know.

She was taking a reprieve from the slings and arrows of her studying

misfortune by fetching her sister backstage. “What Standard are you?”

she asked.

“Seven,” I replied.

She gasped, “And you’re acting in a play?”

I’ll admit it, I went home scared. I reconsidered my stance on the CPE,

but it was too late; I took the darned test with no preparation.

When the exams were marked, I couldn’t face the Head Mistress to

fi nd out what I got. So my mother and Mrs. Rhodes, her friend from Ann

Arbor, went to the offi ce while I stressed that news of my failure would

inevitably make an intercontinental trip back to Michigan.

A perfect score: 36.

My score: 35! 

Who the heck had called me stupid, and why the heck had I played along?

With the fl ip of a switch, I changed my mind about my mind. From

that moment, I saw myself differently and changed my behavior. And it 

showed. My fi rst high school report card again had me hovering away from

the crowd…at the top (in most subjects).

My experience with Opus Dei, the ultra-conservative Catholic sect,

wasn’t quite the same as the protagonist’s in The Da Vinci Code.

To my knowledge, no self-f lagellation occurred on the grounds of 

my high school (codename, “The College”). Self-impaling? Yes. Self-

fl agellation? No.

We, the rough-edged girls of The College, would be fi nished and leave

that institution refi ned, well-educated women. There would be eating

maize off the cob with a knife and fork, there would be learning advanced

physics, there would be no slouching or outbursts of laughter. But that’s

precisely what happened one day.

Nothing funny had occurred: my teacher simply emphasized a word
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in an odd way. In a cheerless classroom, though, that was enough to illicit 

a guffaw; I had little choice but to disguise it as a sneeze. I forcefully 

doubled over with a theatrical “chooo!” My forehead made fi rm contact 

with a bunsen burner that remained lodged in my head for a few seconds

after sitting up; it left a perfect ring of blood above my brow. Not a look 

to replicate.

A certain classmate deemed another of my looks unworthy of replica-

tion. I knew she wanted me to represent myself well during our upcoming

choir performance for Moi when she asked, “Will you perm your hai-ah?”

It was not everyday that I sang for His Excellency, so I supposed I would.

Tracey volunteered to be my hairdresser. Wearing plastic gloves, she

started to smear foul-smelling glop onto my misshapen afro. Half way 

through, her fi ngers involuntarily seized—she was clearly frightened for

not having control over them. I was frightened too, but selfi shly wanted

her to fi nish the job once her fi ngers started moving again. I was more

concerned with having a complete look than any damage my sister might 

sustain from the process. At the time, it didn’t occur to me that the

potential for damage to myself was perhaps greater for having the toxic

stuff on my head. 

Extra confi dent from squeals of approval for my new ‘do, I sang my 

heart out for the distinguished president and his entourage. I recuper-

ated from the exertion by going swimming. Immediately on contacting

the chlorinated water, the perm lost its hold; I returned to school with my 

hair restored to its former kinky glory, much to the chagrin of my friends.

I wasn’t the only Harmon blessed with experiencing The College. Tracey 

taught music there for a short time. Inspired to celebrate our month’s

vacation, she invited the choir to a barbeque and set about making her

famous bread rolls—extra large for the hamburgers. But she added too

much yeast or something, and compensated by multiplying the recipe. We

had a bag of bread taller than a small child in our pantry.
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All of that bread, and those little ladies-in-making didn’t show up to

eat it. Not one showed up or bothered to call; I went to bed angry at their

lack of consideration.

The morning after the failed party, the pop! pop! pop! pop! pop!

of firecrackers filled the air. But it wasn’t a holiday—there was no

obvious cause for celebration. Soon enough, it was clear that we weren’t 

experiencing a happy event.

We huddled, panicked, desperately looking out of  the window. Not an

advisable place to stand with bullets fl ying, but Sam wasn’t home and we

couldn’t help searching for him.

Sam, who’d crashed at his friend’s place after Saturday night partying,

made his trek home on foot. Soldiers stopped him in the valley near our

house.

“Moi juu ou chini?!” When asked whether the president is up or

down by men bearing guns, the wrong answer could prove fatal. Sam

understood this; no answer was better than the wrong one. They didn’t 

insist, but instead gave him seconds to run before they’d start shooting.

Thinking back to that day, I’m reminded of my sister saying that she

thought she’d had a headache until the day she actually had one. For

whatever reason, I thought I’d felt fear. But this was fear so paralyzing that 

it didn’t produce tears. This was fear so powerful that it thrust Sam over

our fence without using his hands.

My father tuned the radio. Even as a scared fi fteen-year-old, I detected

the soldier’s clumsiness at announcing Air Force control of the govern-

ment. It was unnerving. 

Sam and Gilbert, our former gardener-turned-postal-worker who

boarded in the small quarters in our backyard, hid our signpost. It was

common practice to display the family name by the front gate of the

house. Not knowing if the new commanders would be hostile to foreigners,

it wasn’t the time to announce that we weren’t Kenyan nationals, no

matter how much we loved the place. Kenyan names end mostly in vowels;

Harmon was a dead giveaway.

We waited for more news wearing jeans and running shoes for a fast 
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escape, if necessary. To think I considered my swim suit a prized posses-

sion is embarrassing, but I grabbed it as my only token if we had to drop

everything and run.

A more coherent voice took over the airwaves with spotty news.

Coup attempt: abortive—crushed by the Army. National curfew: 4PM.

Government Offi ces: open the following day.

To retain his job, Gilbert reported to the post offi ce and returned

home traumatized from witnessing carnage. My family remained

barricaded and ate bread for days, thankful the girls hadn’t shown.

Nairobi was in chaos from fi ghting and rampant looting. From the

same window we searched for Sam, we watched  people—who in all like-

lihood lived without electricity—struggle under the weight of television

sets and kitchen appliances. Myself, I wondered why they lugged anything

heavier than jewelry.

Our food was running out; someone had to venture outside. Amid alle-

gations of rampant rape, my sisters were off the list. Males triggered too

much suspicion. My mother was the last person standing, but the mama’s

girl in me wouldn’t let her go alone.

We drove to the shopping center not far from the house. There was

a disquieting display of machine guns, but the trip was uneventful. Our

next outing, however, scared me to  the core.

The streets had a heavy presence of the paramilitary police, otherwise

called the General Service Unit (GSU). Anyone with a shred of sense

feared the GSU. These guys were rumored to eat raw meat as a way of 

staying fi erce and blood-thirsty. Two of them stopped my mother and me

at a check point and pointed guns at the car.

“Maa-daam,” one addressed my mother, “is this your daughta?”

Chuckling at his partner, he continued, “How old?” My eyes stared

downward, not daring to look up. Satisfi ed they’d established who was

boss, they let us proceed. Real fear was becoming a too-familiar sensation.
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For all the terror and unrest, there was a bright side. Somewhat shut 

in for weeks, my family had little to do but enjoy each other’s company.

I rode a school bus to The College. The driver would enter the front 

gate, deposit us and leave. He wasn’t welcome to stay, as were other men

besides an occasional priest and students’ fathers on Parents’ Day.

In class, we sat in straight rows of desks. We stood and greeted teachers

when they entered, and raised our hands to speak. It was all quite regi-

mented, but we did have moments of fun—particularly during Swahili.

While English is the language of government dealings and education

Kenya, Swahili is the national language that unifi es peoples of different 

ethnic group dialects. I occasionally still struggle with embarrassment for

never becoming fl uent in the language—I spoke it only to haggle at the

market. Anyway, my Swahili teacher asked me to read aloud periodically.

Her stoic exterior couldn’t contain her amusement at my performance.

My classmates never tried to hide it. I—not fully understanding what was

coming from my mouth—was never quite sure if it was the stories or my 

choppy, kindergarten-like renditions of them that caused such laugh-

ter. I didn’t mind either way because we all had fun in those moments.

Otherwise, I can’t remember too much merrymaking.

I do not wish to add my voice to the international chorus of Opus

Dei bashers, of which there are many. I do, however, wish to explain why 

I wanted out of The College. In short, I had a growing sense that if I

didn’t leave the place fast, I’d end up the Catholic schoolgirl equivalent 

of a Stepford Wife. Or maybe I should remove wife from my explanation e

altogether, because marriage wasn’t part of the deal for most of my 

teachers. Neither was sex.

I was an adult by the time I learned my chaste teachers were called

“numeraries”. They weren’t nuns, but were sworn to celibacy. Unlike

traditional nuns, they wore street clothes but had no dealings with the

outside world—they existed within the gender-segregated confi nes of The
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College. As far as I was concerned, it wasn’t normal for young women to

hide themselves from larger society (not to mention men) like that. There

were many other things amiss, too subtle to put into precise words.

In emphatically trying to explain my “strange feelings” about the place

to my mother, I tip-toed into strange behavior myself. I thought my plea 

to be transferred was a lost cause. So imagine my surprise when after

attending Parents’ Day with my father, my mother informed me that I

could leave. I didn’t know what did it, and I didn’t need to ask. If I had,

she may not have found the words either. It was a feeling.  At that time in gg

my life, I heeded my feelings with youthful trust (recruiting whatever help

I needed). I had not yet fallen prey to trusting “logical sense” over what I

felt to be the best for me.

I wasn’t alone in wanting to get out of The College, and the news

wouldn’t be well-received. High school national examinations were com-

ing, but it wasn’t my problem the school was losing girls likely to do well.

I was excited for my mother to deliver the news of my departure,

but also nervous about the reaction. It started as gentle persuasion. It 

escalated to overblown accusations. I left that day—ever more convinced

of my decision—a supposed devil without horns.

We got wind of a movie casting call for miscellaneous AfricanWWvillagers. I considered the gig, until learning about the shavedWW
head requirement and potential for landing on the cutting room fl oor.

Letting that fi sh go was probably for the best—I had a new school to

attend and life-altering examinations soon.

Nairobi Academy sat about a half hour’s drive from downtown Nairobi

in a place called Karen, so called after its famed resident, Karen Blixen.

Perhaps you know her as Isak Dinesen. Perhaps neither name rings a 

bell but you’ve heard of Out of Africa, her memoir, and the silver screen 

adaptation—the one I let wriggle from my fi ngers—of the same name.

Ms. Blixen had a beloved farm in Karen and I had a beloved school.
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Not that I was boy crazy or anything, but it was good being in a co-ed

learning environment after two years at The College. But no, I wasn’t 

boy crazy; it didn’t make sense to be—I had a man to like. A man teacher,rr

that is.

While teachers played detectives, prefects at Nairobi Academy played street 

cops (and not-so-undercover informants).

Despite being a prefect charged with keeping order, ordered thinking

was not what I exhibited one afternoon in the library. I scribbled my 

favorite teacher’s name in carefully formed love hearts, amusing my 

friend. Another teacher, curious about the muffl ed giggling, approached

softly and looked over my shoulder.

My credibility was shot in one glance. Mortifi ed, I worried my suitability 

to hold offi ce might come into question.

Before I got there, the Academy was reportedly closed for a spell after

young students showed their teachers the kittens—“lion cubs” to use

the teachers’ language. I hear the area is quite developed now, but the

school—not far from the game park where my father took us before

Sunday  dinners—was surrounded by open fi elds when I was a  student 

there.

With Nairobi weather being much the same as it is in sunny southern

California, our classrooms were bright and breezy—windows on one side,

doors to open air on the opposite. Consolata and The College were set up

in much the same way. Also similar to my former schools were the straight 

rows of desks, raised hands to speak and the unfortunate branding of 

less-than-bright children—this time, with a “P” designation. But somehow,

none of those things felt as imposing as before. Perhaps it was because

religious guilt wasn’t injected into everything. In fact, it was quite the

opposite: we had a co-ed bathroom.

Just imagine. It would have been considered the mark of the devil

at another school I had attended (can you guess which one?). But at 
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the Academy, we were in no way discouraged from getting to know the

opposite sex, so long as there was no touching. Touching confused the

primary school kids.

So much of what I did in my capacity as prefect was to keep girls

and boys from touching or doing things that American teachers would

drool to worry about in this day and age—like running in the halls and/

or gum-chewing. Unrelated to my duties, I also spent my time telling

stories during recess. Those were the days before I started to become

infused with adult restraint. With my friends seated around me in a circle,

I’d wildly gesticulate—devoid of all traces of College decorum—while

recounting the (mis)adventures of my siblings. My storytelling was a 

regular thing until the Head Master had another idea of how we should

spend break times.

Getting busted in the library, although unfortunate, had no limiting

effects on my being charged with additional responsibilities. A teacher

asked if I wanted to be House Captain. My response was stunningly 

eloquent, “Uh, really? Um, I can think about it.”

The school was divided into four Houses—red, yellow, green and blue,

each with a Captain. I can’t say that I considered myself House Captain

material, but something occurred to me during a conversation with sisters

one and two.

They were giving me good reasons to snatch the opportunity—it’d

look good on college applications, etc., etc.—when my mind fl ickered

to Consolata. There, my teachers saw me as academically slow; I bought 

their way of thinking and behaved accordingly. At Nairobi Academy, my 

teachers saw me as a leader. It was mine to buy this vision of myself and

act the part. And I did.

As House Captain, I was much busier than as a prefect. The Houses

competed in arts & science, sports and music, and I prepared my troops.

Someone among us could answer  questions about impressionist painters
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or recite Hamlet’s soliloquy starting from any line a teacher asked (more

or less). But still, Magadi—a town southwest of Nairobi and alternate

name of the Red House—was notorious for its 4th place standing in most 

everything. My tenure as House Captain didn’t see a great reversal in that 

fortune, but there was  some. My brother Marc helped bump things up by 

winning in high jump and other sports events. I helped in that department 

too, by winning in javelin, shot putt and discus. The boys never teased me

for throwing like a girl. They questioned me relentlessly instead about my 

breakfast menu, thinking it responsible for my long distances. 

Other than that, the most remarkable change I brought to Magadi as

House Captain was a marked increase in participation, particularly in the

competitions hardest to fi nd willing bodies for—those that involved music.

I like to think I’d earned a favorable reputation as a prefect by reasoning

with people and never ratting them out. So when it came time to showcase

Magadi’s musical talent, I had favors to cash in. Not that I really had to,

because I used Marc.

Marc was a perennial favorite with the girls. I recall their unannounced

appearances at our house. “Marc!” I pleaded for him to come out of his

bedroom, “you have visitors in the living room!” If I could capture a 

disapproving tongue click on paper, I’d place it at the beginning of his

usual response: “I didn’t ask them to come.” Such he mumbled while

shuffl ing to awkwardly entertain.

As popular as Marc was with girls, he was equally  popular with boys for

his teenage cool and athletic  prowess. Because I had him in my pocket, I

essentially had full cooperation from anyone I asked to get on stage. And

by taking full advantage, I paid the school a great disservice—I assembled

a choir of voice-cracking boys with no appreciation for musical dynamics.

To them, volume came in one fl avor: loud.

It must have been my House’s participation rate, because it surely wasn’t 

our average performance that earned me a coveted spot as Head Girl.
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Where prefects played street cops, Head Girl and Boy played Chiefs of 

Police. Not that these offi ces were reserved for students with the strongest 

academic records, but the general expectation was that a certain two-

legged brain with spectacles would take the prize on the girl side. I was a 

good student, but inconsistent in my test taking. Her performance on exams 

doesn’t refl ect the understanding she exhibits in class…

Anticipatory eyes fell on the bespectacled gray matter when Head Girl

was to take the stage. The name poured forth: “Mary Harmon.” I was

shocked as anyone, not for lack of faith in myself, but because I was a 

relative newcomer.

The new title didn’t require much of me, as far as I remember, besides

enforcing “walkies”. The Head Master thought we sat on the grass too

much. Mandatory walkies were his remedy. So there I was day after

day, cajoling disinterested teenagers into walking about a kilometer.

But I didn’t mind; I was happy to have another accolade for my college

applications. I knew it would take more than my paltry SAT scores to get 

me noticed.

Mine was a household with an ever current supply of TIME and

Newsweek magazines. They were so ubiquitous, I almost stoppedk

seeing them. But there once was a TIME in full, bold color. It was a “PersonE

of the Year” issue.

Hmmm, I thought, I’d like to see my face on that one day. I told my father

as much. I don’t remember his response, but I got the impression I’d

stumbled on a fi ne aspiration.

As long as I could remember, I had an unsettling feeling that there

was something for me to do. I’d have to make a wonderful contribution tog

society or the world to merit a TIME cover, I just didn’t know what that E

might be. That was OK—I had other things to tend more immediately.

O and A: examinations, not blood types. As CPE was the ticket into

high school, Ordinary Levels were the ticket out. Advanced Levels were
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fi ne tuning to spare a youngster from bumbling undecided through the

fi rst year of university. There were two choices: left-brained or right-

brained—no mixing.

About the time when my American 11th grade counterparts were doing

whatever American 11th graders do, I was plodding my course through

months of studying in joyful anticipation of O Levels, which were painfully 

drawn out over several weeks. This time, I studied.

I took Biology, Chemistry, English Literature, French, Geography,

History, Mathematics and Physics (here arrayed alphabetically, not by 

preference). My results were  nothing that decided my destiny. And with

parents permissive in letting me make my own decisions, I—the  late teen

that I was—set about deciding for myself. My decision making process was,

uh…characteristic of a teenager, to put it mildly.rr

Not to ignore my well-intentioned efforts, I looked through a copy of 

the career book What Color Is Your Parachute?  But most of its exercises?

overwhelmed me. Those I did revealed my passions for talking to strangers,

decorating and glossy magazines full of funky, colorful clothes. I couldn’t 

imagine making an income related to any of that, so I did more thinking.

Don’t tell my parents, but I planned my life over a boy. OK, a man (as

if that makes it better)—a certain Chemistry teacher man, to be precise.

Now one might call it admirable for a teacher to inspire a youngster’s

career decision. But my decision was motivated by chemistry for ther

Chemistry teacher more than inspiration sparked by the Chemistry 

teacher.

But I was decided. I’d complete my secondary school years studying

A-Level Chemistry, Biology and Mathematics, thus shoveling dirt on my 

passions in a land famed for some of the most important archeological

sites in the world.

All right, I’m being melodramatic. I enjoyed the subjects I picked as

much as anything else in school. And I had swooned in my earlier days

at the TV pathologist’s authoritative request to pass the acetone. To know 

the chemical name for nail polish remover was downright sigh-inducing.

Shoe and Fashion Design weren’t part of my curriculum, so why not 
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study Chemistry, Biology and Math? I would see my favorite teacher regu-

larly, and could readily visualize prospects for feeding myself long-term.

Then tragedy—the Academy wasn’t sure to offer A-Level Biology that 

year. I transferred schools again. There was  no favorite teacher, only a 

promising professional future. What horror!

Attending Science Tutors, I’d traveled the entire secondary school

gambit—from conservative Catholicism to smoking and boys who wore

makeup.

At about 25 students, the school was run in a house. Biology met in the

dining room, complete with black  board, chalk and dense smoke. Our

teacher and Head Master—a stickler for punctuality—talked through

a  heavy nicotine cloud, class period or not. Second-hand smoke wasn’t 

big news in those days, but I intuitively knew that we were dying to be

educated (please, hold your applause for that pun).

For students wanting more control over their inhalation practices,

smoking was permitted on the veranda, which served as a study area.

The swimming pool served as reward for good performance. Poor outfi t 

choices served as uniforms.

“You look simply ravishing today.” Our teacher’s sarcasm was thick. The

recipient was a kid who had clearly faced  a choice between getting dressed

or entering the gate  before the Head Master locked out latecomers. He

opted for the latter and arrived wearing pajamas. His hair was windblown;

his face was streaked with tears from riding  a motorbike with no helmet.

Generous tears, blackened from eyeliner.

L iving in Nairobi in the 80s, I saw an unsettling story unfolding at close

quarters. More and more people  were dying from a strange microbe:

Human Immunodefi ciency Virus.
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It looked weird the fi rst time I read it, but that’s when I had a thought:

tackling that thing could merit a TIME cover. I just needed to get intoE

college fi rst. Vivian helped me with my applications before moving back 

to Ann Arbor with Carmen.

Starting in my primary school days, I heard my father talk about a place

called MIT as if everyone knew what it was. I didn’t and was embarrassed

to ask. But the occasional references got the better of me and I quietly 

pulled my sister aside. “Cathy, what’s MIT?” 

Many years later, a brown envelope perched on my desk. Larger than

letter-sized, I surmised it was a hair too big for a rejection. Holding my 

breath, I drew out a white invitation bearing a red seal. It depicted two

guys facing opposite directions, each slightly leaning on a pedestal. It 

read something like The Massachusetts Institute of Technology cordially invites 

Mary-Elizabeth Harmon to join the Class of 1990. I smiled—the style was as

pleasing as the message.

With traces of Michigan still in my voice, I turned and politely asked

the man behind me in the cinema to stop kicking the back of my 

chair. “Go home!” he hissed on hearing my accent. In ‘86, Americans

weren’t popular in Kenya because of the bombing in Libya. I understood

that, but how would my going home help? And how could I go home if I

was already home? I may not have been born in Kenya, but it was home

by my thinking—I happily existed there. Having the man expel me was

a slap that stung a long time. My solace was that it happened weeks—not 

years—before I was planning on leaving anyway.



PART 2

A THINKING 
ADVENTURE
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Standing on U.S. soil, I didn’t feel home. That would  take years.

Repatriation can be very disorienting, at best, for children who’ve

spent their formative years away from “home”. Some are never successful

in returning, and instead become statistics for elevated suicides associated

with former child citizens of the world. My process was OK, but had a 

mildly rocky start.

For the better part of two weeks, I suffered nausea from how America 

smelled and the effect of foods other than vegetables and fresh fruit.

I grew confused when I encountered what now seem simple things:

newfangled pull tabs on soda cans and revolving doors. I struggled to

understand people’s speech and cultural references.

Ah, the comforts of home…

To ease my transition at MIT, I attended an extended orientation;

fellow participants anticipated the African girl. But the African felt 

homesick and skipped the pizza party to cry in her room. On emerging

to forage for food, she was detected by a fast-approaching presence—a 

“southern California native!”

Cindy, as the native introduced herself in those days, had confusion-

tinged disappointment on her face. She’d expected a heavy accent and
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exotic name. From the African’s perspective, Cindy’s name—Estrella—was

the exotic one; how nice that it meant star. rr

The African looked at the orientation’s list of participants to fi nd

other unfamiliar names. To her disbelief, Jesus would be coming. Cindy 

corrected her: “It’s pronounced ‘Hay-zoose’.” The African didn’t know 

that, but she did know  how to pronounce “Jason Vickers” and was very 

pleased to meet him.

You have to love a school that welcomes new and impressionable students

with a daytrip to a gay haven. The man-on-man displays of affection

in Provincetown were a bit much for some in my group, but I saw it as

how things were. When I was growing up, it was commonplace to see

men holding hands. The general consensus in my household was that it 

was refreshing Nairobians were so nonchalant about public displays of 

mutual male fondness. Only later did we discover that the men were for

the most part heterosexual: holding hands with a buddy while pinching

girls’ bottoms at the same time. Holding hands was just something men

did sometimes.

Generally agreeing on the topic, Cindy, Jason and I warmed to each

other throughout the day. By the time we got back to Cambridge, we had

bonded. 

There was something else to love about MIT: a pass-fail policy in the

freshman year. How civilized to help smart kids adjust to being average or

below. Given my humble academic beginnings, I had an advantage over

the brightest of bright minds and didn’t particularly need the policy—I

could roll with hovering at the bottom and failing tests, if it came to that.

Thankfully, it didn’t.

Sophomore year, we declared majors. Cindy and Jason chose
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Mechanical Engineering and I chose Biology. Not  that we ever used

those words. By then, we fl uently spoke the MIT lingua franca: Numbers.

Numbers sounds something like this: A Course Seven, I took 66 to 10-250

for  5.12. Translation: A Biology major, I walked through Building 66 on

my way to Building Ten, Room 250, for organic chemistry. Don’t you love

the effi ciency of Numbers? Why say “Mechanical-, Electrical-, Aerospace-“

or “Nuclear Engineering” when you can say “two, six, sixteen” or “twenty-

two,” respectively?

In primary school, I had avoided my sister Vivian, especially on Sundays

during chores. I didn’t appreciate her routine questioning of the

cleanliness of baseboards under my charge (as if it’s natural for children

to know what baseboards are).

But in college, Vivian was vital for my mental health—she housed me

in Ann Arbor during vacations.

Sophomore year was over and I would be taking a swim class that 

summer—a refresher on proper technique—with my niece, now fourteen

years old. Carmen and I arrived at the pool to hear the coach shouting,

“…and for all you guys going to Nationals …” I didn’t hear a word after

Nationals. I told him there was a mistake—we were here for a refresher

course. He shrugged, “You can’t get a refund, so stay.”

Carmen and I got burned, smoked, toasted—whatever the term for

having one’s rear kicked—by those kids on that fi rst day. Egos semi-intact,

and unable to turn our arms without wincing, we returned the following

day for another licking. Carmen ditched the torture on day three or so.

Wanting to shed excess MIT dining hall poundage, I stayed.

A few weeks in, I weirdly captured the attention of the ten-year-old-ish

boys in my swimming lane. The designated speaker asked in wide-eyed

wonder if I was in high school. “No,” I replied, “I’m in college.” They let 

out a collective “Whoooa,” and hopped excitedly. You’d have thought I

disclosed a tight friendship with whomever young boys idolized back then.
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Puzzled, I caught my refl ection in the locker room. Oh gosh—my brand

new suit wasn’t double lined up top. Ladies, take note: single-ply red

provides as much coverage as wet crepe paper.

The next time I caught my refl ection, however, I was pleased—I had

biceps. The chlorinated humiliation was paying off. Why not keep it up on 

campus? I thought, and inquired at the pool when back in Cambridge.?

Please understand that MIT had many fi ne athletes in my day. But 

also in my day, so-so swimming talent mixed with a generous dose of 

enthusiasm could get you on the Varsity Swim Team. I’d be with the “wall

huggers” in the slow lane. But so what? I was from Magadi House; at least 

I was participating.

But I wasn’t participating in class; Biology wasn’t topping my academic

charts, but who ever heard of a French  major at MIT? I wasn’t failing

(though I came close in Statistics), but also wasn’t interested or excelling.

C’est la vie, better to distract oneself with extracurricular activities than

try a different course of study—or so I thought. At  some point or another

after leaving The College on a hunch, I had become infi ltrated by the bias

that feelings—especially in hormone-laden females—were untrustworthy;

over-analysis, I started to believe, was the way to resolve one’s problems.

My compulsive handwriting earned me the task of poster making for

ARMIT—AIDS Response at MIT. Poster making earned me more than

the occasional gleeful onlooker, but not for my artistic ability.

I was just learning to clone back then, but through ARMIT I

contributed to my TIME mission of curbing HIV infection by educatingE

about transmission basics.

The “s-word” is a transmission basic. ARMIT folks talked about “s” a lot 

using a chart entitled “The Sexual Continuum”. The continuum, as you

might guess, listed nocturnal activities (or maybe not) in order of risk.

The riskiest, perfectly penned Anal sex without a condom, sat atop the list.

I enabled much teenage delight in writing those words.
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My reputation would have surely suffered had word leaked that “The

Condom Lady”, as I came to be known, lived a sorry tale of unrequited

love requiring no latex save laboratory gloves. But boy-oh-boy could The

Condom Lady wield latex gloves. My hands were quite skilled at nit-picky 

molecular biology; they fi nessed me into the Whitehead Institute for

Biomedical Research—in my best interest or not—when few undergradu-

ates walked its hallowed halls.

A guy in the lab next door asked where I was going to graduate school.

It was a given I’d go, “because you can’t do anything in biology without a 

PhD.” I’d put minimal thought to graduate school, and took his question

as an opening to draw up a list. He threw out UC Berkeley, Duke, UC San

Diego and a few I wouldn’t have considered. “Think about Washington

University and the University of Colorado at Boulder,” he suggested, “and

what about Hopkins?”

“No, not Hopkins,” came an emphatic, disembodied response through

the door. I paid attention to the bodiless advice because the speaker had

been a graduate student there. I was thinking I could do without Hopkins

when a memory came to mind.

I was fresh in high school, not thinking one iota about higher

education. I was hanging out with Vivian, idly looking at a magazine. An

ad featured a student I.D. with “HOPKINS” splashed across the top. Our

exchange went something  like this:

“Hey, is Hopkins a real school?”

“Yeah. A really good one.”

“Where is it?”

“Baltimore, Maryland.”

Now keep in mind that my nine-year experience in the States took 

place in Michigan. After moving to Kenya, mine was a reality of trips

to the game park to sniff out lions; Baltimore, Maryland seemed an

exotic locale the likes of which I could hardly imagine. Maryland…surely 
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Mary should live in Mary-land, I thought.

The printer sent too many posters for the upcoming Biology Undergraduate

Student Association lecture, but we were going to use them. My contribu-

tion was to plaster the Infi nite Corridor—a 0.16-mile hallway connecting

the east campus to west (or west to east depending on one’s dorm location).

The speaker: Tom Cech. His face smiled at pedestrians every ten feet or so.

In an institute festering with “hard” twos, sixes, 16s, and 22s, the “soft 

sevens” were making a mark. On the very day of the lecture, we scrambled

to mark again.

“Awarded Nobel today!” we scribbled across poor Tom’s face.

10-250 was packed with more faculty and graduate students than

undergrads. No matter, the room was overfl owing and sevens stood proud.

(Who cared that the prize was in Chemistry?)

Cech concluded his talk with a message for the undergrads—consider

graduate school where he worked, the University of Colorado at Boulder.

I was wearing a smirk to have been in the know.

If you’ve not heard of black mambas, allow me to educate. These are

among—if not at the pinnacle of—the baddest species in the snake world.

If their venom weren’t enough to earn them that status, they can fl y—

coiling and darting from tree top to tree top.

“Please, please keep the screen door closed so the  snakes don’t get in.”e

My mother had good cause for the plea—they’d turned over the house for

hours to fi nd  the baby mamba in the toe of her shoe. Creepy—was there

other life-saving information I should know in southern Africa?

During my sophomore year, my family moved to Swaziland. It’s one of 

those small countries—a kingdom, actually—you see on a map engulfed

by South Africa. My parents and a few sisters, including Vivian who’d left 



35

AWAKENING GIANT

Ann Arbor, lived in a town called Mhlume. It felt like population 100. It 

was probably population 7,500ish, but I scarcely saw anyone for the sugar

cane surrounding my parent’s house—that, and not venturing into town

so that I could fi nish my graduate school applications.

I sent packets to all of the places on my list—but no, not Hopkins.

Reaching for a grant, the National Science Foundation (NSF) received

mail from me, too. I returned to Cambridge to wait…

Coach had us lift weights to swim faster; I got a quick tutorial on rusty 

machines at the pool. Fun as it was, it didn’t help my speed. Really, I think 

I slowed down. Naturally dense, I had a body well-suited for rugby, which

I played as a freshman. 

Faster times were never my objective anyway. I was  satisfi ed styling in a 

Varsity swim jacket and downing bananas and orange juice at meets. But 

I wasn’t representative of the team. 

The hardcore guys shaved their entire bodies to hit the wall a fraction

of a second faster. One such die-hard told me it would look “so cool” if I

shaved M-I-T on the sides of my head and fi lled the letters with red paint.

He wanted that from a chick interested in swim fashion, potassium and

Vitamin C? In his defense, it would have taken no time to erase traces of 

such tomfoolery had I engaged in it. Having little attachment to hair and

remembering my high school brush with chlorine, I dispensed of my locks

when I joined the swim team.

Despite what my sisters will tell you, I was NOT bald. I was a 1/8 inch

Wahl clipper guard!

Thanks to Cech, Colorado was a hot ticket in 1990. There were limited

slots; I got one of them.

The kind people courted me with a trip to Boulder. I fl irted in St. Louis
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and Raleigh too, but didn’t meet California standards of attractiveness.

I decided to go with Boulder. We’d rendezvous in the fall.s

After graduation, my summer was initially tinged with regret. I was

promised to Boulder, but couldn’t get Hopkins off my mind. I wished I’d

made a move, but it was too late.

Then miracle of miracles! I received unsolicited correspondence!

Although ultimately jilted by the NSF, I landed on a list of serious consid-

erations. The list caught the eye of a suitor named Hopkins.

We batted eyes in Baltimore. I had only to say yes, and I did. But our

romance was not a fairytale.
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L et’s just say that The Johns Hopkins School of Medicine  had a diversity 

problem on the PhD side. Women students were plentiful (not so on the

faculty), but racial minorities were nil. The number skyrocketed to three

when I arrived with another black woman and a brown Belizian. As you

might guess, we stuck out.

Belize and I stuck out for another reason: she, for a physique that posed

in body building competitions; I, for a body that maybe could have done e

the same (with a straighter spine and less adipose around the middle).

Starting in my second year, volunteerism and theatrics got me noticed

too—they were my coping mechanisms. MIT had taught me to get through

by getting busy. Not that I didn’t enjoy community service, but my heart 

bled profusely during my days at Hopkins.

Perhaps I should have just left, but walking away from an educational

stipend—courtesy of the National Institutes of Health (NIH)—seemed

preposterous. What’s more, I didn’t know where I’d have gone had I

quit. So I volunteered…and started performing again. Singing and

pirouettes are decidedly not normal in a laboratory with herpes viruses

in the incubators, but I didn’t care.

A particular faculty member caught my artistry more than once. He
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reacted at fi rst with amusement, confusion on the next sighting, then

concern. My lab mates had immunity and suffered me gladly. Not so a 

student down the hall. He was matter-of-fact in asking, “Why are you

here?” I wish I had tried to answer his question, because my less-than-

compelling replies may have gotten me to face my situation and do

something, if only make peace with my circumstances. Instead, I looked

at him silently. But I did think excessively—as was my training—about 

how I could reconcile dedicating so much time to a degree that didn’t fi t 

well. I fi nally decided that the process of graduate school would serve me s

in whatever job I’d take in the future. That decision, though satisfying my 

in mind, didn’t stop me from struggling with what I was doing.

To make matters worse, I was lonely.

Have you noticed how asking “why” about unfavorable things elicits

answers just as bad? I have, and did when asking myself why no one wanted

to date me.

Well wishers were very forthcoming with gratuitous thoughts on the y

matter. Baldness, hyper muscularity, neat-freakishness and a quirky style—

both in dressing and everyday demeanor—did nothing in my favor.

I laughed as loud as the rest, but quietly felt low about the implica-

tion that I should resort to false advertising to fi nd companionship. Years

passed before I learned what I really needed to do.

Year three, I needed a break and went home.

Whether due to mild depression or 35 hours of travel, I slept for days

on reaching Swaziland. By that visit, my family lived in Manzini—a boom-

ing metropolis of about 100,000.

My parents’ house, Harmon residence #1, was a stone’s throw from #2,

which was a hop, skip and a jump from #3 and #4. Sylvia and her son, my 
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three-month old nephew, Lawrence, lived in #4. It was both home and

workshop: Sylvia ran a card business. She was lucky to be making a living

doing fun stuff. I doubted her assertion that I could too, if I stopped living

someone else’s life by playing scientist. I heard her, but went back to school

for more of the same.

Days before my departure, Lawrence got a new cousin. Eighteen years

after Carmen, Vivian gave birth to Ezra. Soon after that, Ezra (with his

traffi c-stopping afro), Vivian, her husband William, and Carmen joined

me in Baltimore, and later moved to Alexandria, VA. My parents and

sisters who remained in Swaziland trickled back to the States in the

following years. Edgar, William’s son (and now Vivian’s, of course), was

the last to arrive from Ghana.

About a year after my trip, I went to a party in Baltimore’s Beacon Hill

neighborhood. It was late 1993; the night seemed unusually dark. For

the most part, I partied with science hipsters—is that an oxymoron?—so

the deep-voiced woman with an artistic feel caught my attention. I never

determined who she was or how she came to be with biology types. We

didn’t talk much; I sat listening, amazed by her free and easy stories about 

her sister who’d died. I’d spend the rest of my life in bed, I thought if that 

happened to one of my siblings.

Weeks later, I had an alarming number of messages on my answering

machine. I knew there’d been a death in my family before I listened.

It was Marc. At 25, he’d been killed in a motorbike accident. His wife

was pregnant. My grief was nauseating.

Contrary to my prediction, though, I got up the next day. I moved

slowly, as if submerged in liquid glue. But I moved; I could stand more

than I thought. And a whisper told me something else: Growing old is a 

privilege. 

I knew it was right, but in that moment, my best shot at privilege—not 

to mention stability—was sticking with school and doing what I knew.
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“M“ ary-Elizabeth” appears on my birth certifi cate, but   no one called

me by that name until I put an end to unauthorized uses of “Mary”.

The inspiration came from my mentor. “Do you mean Mary-Elizabeth?”

he questioned a caller on the laboratory telephone. Yeah, that’s right, Mary-

Elizabeth, I thought, and decided to make it stick. The decision was fast 

and fi rm—until my nephew, Ezra, learned to speak, that is.

It would have been cruel and unusual not to have allowed “Mimi”—

even adults shudder at my name’s six syllables. And Mimi is the contraction

for Mary anyway, as if the latter screams for greater brevity. Mimi was

manageable for Ezra, and I acquiesced.

Oh, much fun ensued with my new name; Ezra unwittingly participated.

Hoping to incentivize me toward enhanced femininity, my sisters quizzed

him, “Is Auntie Mimi a man or a lady?” He hadn’t grasped “woman” at the

time. “A man! A man!” he’d shout, anticipating the rip-roaring laughter

and hand clapping he’d draw forth (no, this was not a one-time thing).

No one, myself included, corrected him, because it would have killed the

joke. But we should have—the joke had consequences.

As a toddler, Ezra had the faculty of inductive reasoning. As a seasoned

breast feeder, he also had the faculty of swift bosom recognition. His

mama had them, his tata did not.  As a man likea tata, Auntie Mimi—and 

other men—should not either.

He barged into the bedroom moments after my shower. Shock jolted

him onto his tippy toes: “Auntie Mimi has breasts! Auntie Mimi has

breasts!” I hid, nervous of adding to his trauma.

At my sister’s repeated urging that “Auntie Mimi is a lady,” I heard 

the click! of understanding in his hyperventilating voice. “A lady, a lady, a 

lady—a lady?” I worried I’d scare him from that day forward. If only that 

were the case.

Once Ezra could speak better, he poked fun at anything and everything

related to Auntie Mimi; Mimi’s coat, her shoes, her general being—it just 

didn’t matter. William would admonish Ezra’s behavior by saying, “Auntie

Mimi is not  your playmate,” and reiterate that as an adult, I deserved

more respect.
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One day when Ezra was in rare teasing form, Vivian tried to reason

with him, “Ezra,” she said, “Auntie Mimi won’t think you’re a nice boy if 

you keep treating her like that.” 

Without skipping a beat, he exclaimed, “I don’t know  what it is about 

Mimi, but I can’t control myself when I’m around her!”

I would have gladly paid for that endorsement from a man outside of 

my bloodline, but wouldn’t grow hair—as counseled—to attract it for free.

My intuition told me that no amount of hair, frilly clothing or lipstick 

would assure me long-term dating happiness (or ringing endorsements).

And it wasn’t as if I got no attention from anyone with a Y chromosome—

it’s just that things never took off.

And no wonder. My intuition failed to tell me—or selective hearing

didn’t allow me to discern—that my self-talk was doing the damage and

it needed to change. It’s so, so obvious—now, anyway.t

Poor, out-of-touch Mimi, pining for a boyfriend while thinking over

and over and over the story she learned on the streets of Nairobi: Men

take advantage of girls and women. She believed that story—perfect for

magnetizing dates, don’t you think?—and that Europe would be better

because Americans didn’t get her.

My work colleague and friend had season tickets for the drama of my life.

Seeing me get up and dust off, get up and dust off, she remarked on my 

resilience. I was proud. But we know what pride precedes. And it’s true; I

fell repeatedly, as if to taunt fate: “You can’t get me.”

Is that resilience?

I think not. Resilience leaves the body and soul intact, perhaps fortifi ed.

Resignation, however, falls asleep while going through the motions. I was

too proud—or deep in slumber—to see the difference.

So I sleepwalked. I sleepwalked through eight years for  my p, h, d

consonants. It’s shocking to see eight years on  paper; for every one Is

fi nished, I never dreamed there could be many more.
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I woke up for a brief moment after fi nishing my degree, only to feel

exhausted and literally fall asleep again. I slipped into dreamland in the

shower and fell, hitting the wall hard. I rebounded, stunned—falling into

the curtain could have killed me. I thanked God. A whisper came: Nothing 

is so important to become so exhausted.
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You’re not going to believe this, but the morning I  nearly fell to my YYdeath in the shower, I was preparing  to catch a fl ight—to a lab at theYY
University of Washington. Yes, I was moving to a new city to research a new 

virus: HIV (and its simian—that would be monkey—counterpart). Sound

familiar?

No, no, I hadn’t revived my aspirations to TIME. Like I said, I was

exhausted; it was the path of least resistance (I know that wasn’t fair to

my new boss).

Walking home from the lab one day, I noticed a cute face; it me wonder

if I could date a barista. Ouch. Seated on my high horse, I frowned upon

people’s seeming confusion between job title and the doer’s worth. Yet 

there I was, looking down my nose at a barista. It was a shameful moment.

In a conversation with a friend years earlier, I said I didn’t care what 

people believed, I cared what they did. What I didn’t understand at the

time is that people do what they believe, conscious of those beliefs or not.

I thought I believed what I said—a person’s job doesn’t matter (so long

as the person is happy doing it and can make a living). But if I believed it,

why would I hesitate to date a barista? Clearly, some part of me believed

a person’s job did matter. The revelation disgraced me. It fl ew in the faced
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of something else I said: However you look down on someone, someone else can 

do the same to you.

If my new boss hoped to hire a model of scientifi c maturity (or maturity 

of any sort) for her students and technicians, she did not. If she hoped

for a party planner and impersonator of superheroes, she hit the jackpot 

bringing me on as a postdoctoral fellow.

The lab’s birthday policy was woefully inadequate. I altered it so we’d

have treats in the boss’ offi ce and quality laughing time to celebrate our

aging peer. The laughing started slowly; I wasn’t warmed up yet.

Actually, I couldn’t get warm to the idea of putting the square peg I was

into a round laboratory hole. I said something to that effect, ending the

charade with my boss, only months after my arrival. I wasn’t cut out for lab

research, but I’d stay to fi nish a few things. Folks advised me against saying

anything, but I didn’t want my boss planning future projects with me in

mind. If I suffered retribution until I left, so be it. But that didn’t happen.

After coming out, I could breathe. And with breath, one can laugh.

When our group moved to the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research

Center, we no longer crammed in the boss’ digs for parties. We had a 

lounge—large enough to fl y in!

I’ve not done it in a while, but my Superman stunt is a crowd pleaser. I

did it for my lab mates and we laughed our tails off.

We laughed our tails off a lot. One of my proudest moments is contrib-

uting to my co-worker’s clutched stomach cracking-up that dislodged her

lunch from her stomach (to put it politely).

We got rowdy, but our boss didn’t stop it. One might say in spite of, but ff

I say because of the laughter, we were productive (employers, please take f

note). 
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My time in Seattle was stretching too long. I drew a line   in the sand:

I’d leave in October.

Word traveled to a lab mate who’d moved to Atlanta. She was at The

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and asked me to join

her there. Seriously needing time off, I declined. I didn’t want to live in

Atlanta anyway (not that I said as much).

My living choices come October were my sisters’ houses in Ridgeland,

SC; Chicago, IL; or Washington, D.C. The invitations surely resulted

from my charming personality and had nothing to do with my legendary 

cleaning and laundry abilities, which had impressed a laundromat patron

formerly in the military who “ain’t never seen folding like that.” Whatever

the case, I had bidders. Catherine, of Ridgeland, took home the prize.

I stayed shy of three months, but managed to instigate trouble in the

small town.

But fi rst, I instigated symbiosis at its fi nest. Cathy gave me shelter and

restful days; I gave her help setting up and keeping house so she could get 

comfortable in her new job. More importantly, I gave her time for longer

showers by vigorously entertaining her baby daughter, Avah, who pumped
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up my ego by exclaiming, “More! More!” Anthony, Catherine’s husband

and a Ridgeland native, was completing school in Florida and was only 

around on weekends.

With no gym for miles, I exercised by speed walking in Olympic

fashion. An encouraging “Oooh weee, you got some speed going,” called

behind me, but I really didn’t. Unless, perhaps, he was talking about my 

side-to-side wiggle.

I’ll call him Charles. Charles was a fast-running, 60-year-old man.

Charles caught up and said, “Come on,” as he waved me down the street.

He led me in hot pursuit. Wait, let me correct that: I ran as fast as possible

to keep up. My lungs burned.

He turned his head with a polite “Excuse me, miss,” and forced a 

stream of coffee-colored saliva through his teeth. No way! First the swim-!

ming kids, now I was getting toasted by a tobacco chewer 28 years my 

senior?

My ego, though newly infl ated, was used to occasional thrashing, so

I agreed to meet him the next day—it was the best workout going in

those parts.

When I wasn’t keeping house, with Charles or Martha Stewart Living,gg

you’d fi nd me in the kitchen. My hands weren’t tinkering with microbes

anymore, so they tinkered with food. A frightful apple pie and unwieldy 

veggie sushi notwithstanding, I was a natural. Or maybe I really wasn’t,

and I just had lots of practice. Whipping up hybrid viruses or curry, no

difference—read directions and execute.

Anthony told me that his townsfolk—like many folks, I’d imagine—would

see no good in a 32-year-old woman making friends with a 60-year-old guy.

His message was lighthearted but, soon enough, the townsfolk started to

send not-so-lighthearted messages of their own, starting with prolonged

honks. I thought the honks were a sweet Southern way of saying, “Keep

running, you guys!” I’m guessing here, but it seemed that once folks



47

AWAKENING GIANT

determined I was prone more toward oblivion than Northern Aggression,

they stepped up their vehicular communication efforts.

The fi rst time a truck swerved toward Charles and me, I mistook it for

bad driving; so too the second time. But the message was clear the time

it happened on the bridge: Quit it!

My situation was becoming quite tenuous. Future maneuvers, Cathy 

teased, might involve a visit from the Daughters of the American

Revolution to put a stop to my cavorting with their men. Try man, I

thought—it was only one. But I got the spirit of what she said and

developed a strategy of my own.

Hear me loud and clear—my retreat out of town was tactical! If I were

running in defeat, I’d have crossed the Mason-Dixon.
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D.C.

My invitation to stay with Barbara— of Washington, D.C.— must  

have been due to charm, because my cleaning, except vacuuming, 

drove her nuts. For her, my presence was like living with a poltergeist—a 

confused one that exchanged waging destruction for tending insignifi cant 

messes. I spooked her for a year and a half, but quickly made friends in the

neighborhood.

My new friends and I started a gardening service for elderly folks on

our street. I was unemployed and had $200 to my name: labor I had

in spades, but I couldn’t afford to buy any, or the many other tools we

needed. “While on the topic of money,” I said to my neighbor, “I could use

a job if you know of one.” She did. Greenpeace was moving headquarters

and needed help packing, if that was something I could do.

Honey please, I thought, you don’t know who you’re talking to. She was 

talking to a woman trained by none other than Frances Harmon, and

who’d condensed her life into 60 kilos when she left Nairobi.

I presented myself and resume at the offi ce; my qualifi cations were

suffi cient to start that day (phew!). I had a four-day gig, and worked the

heck out of it. I was rewarded with more days to set up the mailroom and

relieve the receptionist from time to time.
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Had I ever worked in fi nance? “No, but what do you need?” Turns out,

nothing I couldn’t do. My four days turned into weeks. Weeks turned into

months when the Offi ce Manager wanted to leave town; Greenpeace’s

ship, The Rainbow Warrior, was touring the west coast and he wanted to set rr

sail. He’d talked to Finance and arranged that I could work on his tasks.

He gave me a long list he didn’t think I’d accomplish.

But I did. Upon his return, the Offi ce Manager was impressed; soon

after, he offered me his job. I declined. I wanted a science-related position.

But he was right—I hadn’t found one, so why not?

From the moment I walked through the door, I thought I’m not one of these 

people. I resembled a skinhead more than a hippie; wore closed-toe, leather

shoes; and saw nothing laudable in getting arrested. But if upholders of 

nonviolence were willing to pay me, I was willing to work. I carried that 

condescension from the offi ce to the streets.

Walking past a pub bouncer, I wondered if I could ever date one. Oh 

boy—I thought I’d put such thinking to rest in Seattle; funny it came back 

when a co-worker of mine was giving me similar treatment at the offi ce.

His superiority was subtle, but clearly, I was beneath him. Things took 

a twist when I signed on permanently. The head of Human Resources sent 

a message welcoming me to the staff. Although I didn’t have the environ-

mental activism experience typical to employees of the organization, he

said that I had “an impressive background—a Bachelor’s degree from

MIT, and a PhD from Johns Hopkins.” 

My condescending co-worker found me in the mailroom. “Mary-

Elizabeth,” he said without looking me in the eye, “I didn’t know that 

about you.”

“Now that you do,” I responded, “am I a different person?” He blushed, 

but I was just as embarrassed for my assumptions about the bouncer (and

barista years before).
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The good news is that wrong decisions can yield right outcomes. Not that 

there’s anything wrong with Greenpeace— some folks would kill (non-g

violently, of course) to work there. It just felt wrong for me. Not that I

tried to leave.

When I’d been serving as Offi ce Manager for about eight months, a 

staff scientist left. I applied for his job and  got what felt to be my 10th

Greenpeace job title: Toxics Campaign Scientist. In the beginning, I did

science-related stuff, which was my objective. But as the staff got smaller,

my job required less and less science to the point it didn’t require science

at all. I dreaded organizing protests. Dreadful as it was, however, that job

bought me a condo. How’s that for a right outcome?

Having “itchy feet”, or wanderlust, is also characteristic  of child citizens

of the world. I have a mild case. The thought of committing to a city—or 

worse still, a mortgage— made my close-cropped hair stand on end. But 

there I was, looking for a condo after shuddering when my friend  bought 

a house.

After some time spent searching, it didn’t appear that I could afford

the District; I shifted focus to Northern Virginia. Soon enough, I found

a cute place. My agent called with the news, “There are fi ve bids over the

asking price; three are cash. You must be upset.”

But it was really she who was upset at not getting commission. Helped

in part by my seemingly out-of-the-blue letter from Hopkins after “not 

succeeding” to get an NSF grant, I knew to say, “Mmm, something good is

coming” in the face of apparent failure. So I said it—and something good

did come, at the D.C. Waterfront, ten minutes from work.d

I could hardly believe my fortune, basking by my condo’s pool that 

seemed almost exclusively for my use. Of greater fortune still was my 
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freedom from “colors of resignation” (as in beige to the singer Beck),

obligatory in rentals. My world took on pink and chartreuse accents,

paired with spicy undertones.

My sister remarked on the elaborate meals I prepared for myself. I was

most worthy of the labor. At least that’s what I said. In truth, I was getting

ready to share meals with someone; I was getting ready for a man. As I

did, a whisper came to help me.

Amsterdam holds the key. Instinctually, I knew it meant for the door to

my mate. It made sense. Europeans didn’t fi nd me kooky; maybe my man

was Dutch.

I heard the quiet message but did nothing about it. That also made

sense. I’ve come to learn that life—or God, one’s gut, the Universe, what-

ever you prefer—whispers guidance that’s easy to miss or ignore. But the

wisdom is hardly original: And after the earthquake a fi re; but the LORD was 

not in the fi re: and after the fi re a still small voice.1

Before I continue, let me comment on “Lord”. It means many things to

as many people, but how I see it, “Lord” is simply divine guidance. “Lord”

isn’t an ethereal man administering fi xed rules for morality and living.

Now back to the topic of whispers…

Life’s guidance is quiet. It also comes in neutral statements. That’s

how we can recognize it from what we whisper to ourselves. We whisper

“should”, “must”, “have to”, but life doesn’t use those words. Those words

don’t feel right. That’s how we know to let them go.

Listen for the right-feeling stuff and pay attention to it. If you don’t, life

might start talking through your body—and e-mail, too.

Life hinted aplenty for me to know that I was going the wrong way 

professionally. But it’s scary charting unfamiliar waters, and I kept my 

raft where I could swim. But playing it safe troubled me. After years, the

1  1Kings 19: 12.
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trouble started coming out—on my medical records.

My stomach hurt. Pushing doesn’t usually make things feel better,

but that’s what my doctor did on my abdomen. His face grew somber

delivering the message: “You have growths. Get a sonogram immediately.”

I had uterine tumors the sizes of an orange, a plum and a few golf balls,

as my gynecologist put it. They were probably benign fi broids, he thought,

but they should come out. I submitted to surgery.

My Greenpeace co-workers, knowing that I wasn’t scared, threw me

a surgery send-off party. Loud music energized a conga line weaving

through the conference room. There was cake, too, with stitches on it.

They loved me.

Not long after surgery, I started getting e-mails from the MIT Club of 

Atlanta. Why I couldn’t say; I lived in D.C. and had never signed up. It was

reasonable grounds to be removed from the list, but it took some time

before that happened.

Read this from the late business philosopher Jim Rohn: You are the average 

of the fi ve people you spend the most time with. This includes our co-workers. It 

probably means our co-workers. s

I didn’t know Rohn’s quote back then, but my gut made me shy from

protestors. In a workplace with employees who chained themselves to

trees, I did a lot of dodging. I thought their issues were on target and I

loved their personalities, but their tactics weren’t for me.

I am not advocating for a mass quitting of ill-fi tting  jobs. Sometimes

it’s best to experience the discomfort. But other times, leaping is fi ne.

And once you’ve done it unscathed, it becomes easier to do, even when

the stakes are higher.

Jumping from laboratory research jostled my professional progression.

Jumping from Greenpeace could jostle my homeowner status, but I went 

for it anyway.

After quitting Greenpeace, I followed my instincts, not my brain, for
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a brief period. I looked for fun that could turn  into pay. I tried my hand

at interior decorating—assisting one, that is. I had always had a knack for

decorating, so  why not? I learned, however, designing for a client isn’t as

much fun as doing so for oneself. So I set about fi nding professional fun

assisting a forensic toxicologist (sounds like a hoot, huh?).

The toxicology was Law & Order sexy to be sure, but it didn’t fully jazzr

me. Attempts at fun aside, my bank balance was dwindling. I got cerebral

and put two irons in the fi re: a forensic scientist position with the FBI,

and an Emerging Leaders Internship with the Department of Health and

Human Services (DHHS).

The FBI didn’t call me; I didn’t want to get up close and personal with

criminal acts, anyway. I didn’t want to think about STDs or agents of bio-

terrorism either, but that’s what I did.

The CDC, NIH and the Food and Drug Administration each had a 

representative at my panel interview. From the levity in the room, I knew 

I was in the door, but where?

The notifi cation came electronically: CDC. To think that I’d declined

an invitation there four years earlier. To think that I got off the MIT Club

listserve—CDC is headquartered in none other than Atlanta.

It was my last appointment before moving. “Maybe you’ll get lucky in

Atlanta.” The sentiment was sweet, but at the same time tragic, coming

from my gynecologist.
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Sam brought to my attention that within four years, I’d gone from

unemployed with $200 to owning two properties in prime locations.

My second place—at the Healey Condominiums—sat steps from

the “Underground”, if you’re familiar with Atlanta. With a spot on the

National Register of Historic Places, a neo-gothic rotunda, and fi ve-by-

eight-foot windows in my personal space, I was living large.

Oh, did I mention that steps to the Underground meant steps to the

hub of public transportation? And did I mention that mattered because,

at age 36, I didn’t know how to drive?

The bus served to teach me as much as get me to work. If my doubts

about baristas and bouncers were shameful, my judgments about my 

kinsfolk on the #6 were deeply disturbing.

I mean folks were just cuttin’ up on the bus, and I looked down my nose p

at them thinking not-so-pretty thoughts. But doing that distressed me,

and I sought relief from my elitism. As luck would have it, I confi ded in a 

woman who thought me justifi ed. I kept looking for answers.

An answer came, whisper-soft: Observe in place of judging. The whisper, as gg

I took it, was referring to people as well as my thoughts about them. With

that guidance, I began to greet my judgmental demons when they arrived
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by saying, “Interesting, it’s you again,” instead of trying to lock them out.

Now I let them fl oat in through the window of my mental house, grow 

bored, and fl oat out again—all with little or no upset to me.

Socializing opportunities abounded in D.C. I’d hang out with co-workers

after work and make an easy trip home on the Metro. But in Atlanta,

things were different. My co-workers commuted long distances, and were

more eager to avoid traffi c than make friends.

So I looked to my neighbors at the Healey—their commute after

socializing was an elevator ride upstairs. I made friends that way, but 

couldn’t shake feeling isolated. I tried something else; I dropped the issue

and sat still.

I can’t say that I consciously understood what I was doing, but I was

meditating of a sort by not thinking so hard about what to do. In letting

things be, inspiration comes—I’d go relieve someone else’s isolation.

I found her—let’s call her Betty—through an organization called Faith

in Action. I visited once a week, chatted and did housework. I was happy 

to do it, but grew alarmed when Betty—pleased with how I handled her

clothes—said she’d let no other person touch her laundry again.

Betty lived in a home for senior citizens. In her 50s, she was a relative

baby, but cancer limited her mobility. On one visit, something odd caught 

my eye. “Why do you have tape on your sockets?” I asked.

“Oh, Mary-Elizabeth,” her voice shot up an octave  and eyebrows arched

over her glasses, “that’s how they  watch me.”

Betty was convinced that her building managers not only stole her

food when she was out, but watched her in cunning ways, too. “Oh, okay,”

I answered, as if familiar with that method of surveillance.

You may fi nd my response questionable. I’ll explain. Betty believed

what she believed. Would either of us have been served by going back 

and forth about it? I decided not. Neither of us had evidence to convince

the other, and our blood pressure would have risen trying to fi nd it.
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Neither of us suffered from the building managers’ practice of peeping

through electrical outlets—Betty had put a stop to it. But I surely would

have caused her distress by calling  her detached from reality. It was her

reality, even if it  wasn’t mine.

That’s generally how I see things, and have for a long time. Way back,

I saw a plaque in a shop on Biashara  Street: Never argue with a fool; people 

won’t notice the difference. It registered as good advice. But calling people

names is as good as hitting them, so I replaced “fool” with “things that 

don’t make sense.” I don’t argue about things that don’t make sense to

me; if your philosophies make sense to you and cause you no turmoil, I

do my best not to comment unless asked.

Everything my condo had, my work space lacked. My desk was in one

of three cubicles not used for storage. The windows in the room were

visible by magnifying glass; they sat just below the ceiling to stay above

ground. In other words, I worked in a basement of sorts. But the novelty 

of my work made up for it.

If forensic toxicology was sexy, the meetings during my early days at 

1600 Clifton Road were all a girl’s fantasies rolled into one. “Pens down,”

meant real juiciness. Well…it was juicy because we couldn’t tell anybody;

the news itself wasn’t so luscious. But it felt like what I imagined took place

in Pentagon board rooms.

When the meetings were out, I feasted my eyes on communications

about various diseases. I’d read intently, massaging my lymph nodes and

taking mental stock of other body parts. Oh my god, I’d think on gathering  

physical evidence of the symptoms listed on my computer screen. Never

mind that “S” is a necessary fi rst step in getting a “TD”.

Visitors were commonplace in the small museum adjacent to my 
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semi-basement workspace. One morning, I walked past that day’s group

just like the rest. Back at my desk, I wondered why Moi had come to mind.

It couldn’t be, I thought, re-tracing my steps. But it was.

I felt like a giddy schoolgirl when asking, “May I please say hello?” His

handler seemed proud as much as surprised that I knew who he was. Even

if I didn’t, it was obvious he was somebody to somebody—the regal air,

entourage and scepter made that evident.

Shaking hands, I told him I’d attended his inauguration, though

didn’t reveal he’d beaten out John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever that r

sunny afternoon. I also didn’t reveal that I’d sung for him, and he didn’t 

recognize me for my non-chemically treated hair. It was an exciting

encounter all  the same.

Still, sexy meetings and exciting encounters started to lose the battle

against boredom from not enough work. I arrived during reorganization

at the CDC, when people were out of whack. For them, getting back on

track took greater priority than an Emerging Leader Intern who could

take lord only knows how long to blossom. So I prepared to emerge on

my own—around town.

Here’s the philosophy on preparation I have adopted: Get ready for what 

you want like you already have it. I did it before I could say it. I wanted to

drive to the farmers’ market, and I wanted to go on a date. I made peace

with cutting-up bus riders, but I wasn’t getting on at night. Instead, I

learned how to drive (sort of), in preparation for getting a car.

There I was, a woman who’d just learned the gas from the brake. Can

you imagine the salivation I would have induced in crooked car sellers?

I’m fi ne if you call me sexist for recruiting my girl friend’s guy-friend to

help me make a deal.

My budget: $3,500 bucks—take it or leave it. I didn’t need fancy. I

needed to haul groceries and meet Prince Charming in a public place I

could leave when necessary. But a beater in my budget was nowhere to be

found. Plan B was to shop and date near a train station.

“I have some good news for yooou!r ” My girl friend, the same one who’d 

loaned me her guy-friend, was smiling ear to ear: guy-friend decided to
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sell me his car! “What? How’s that gonna happen?” I didn’t believe it 

because he knew my budget and I knew his car. But it did happen—he

considered it giving thanks for the new car coming his way.

Decades after wanting one in Nairobi, I was the proud owner of a shiny,

champagne-colored Mercedes (C-class). I felt excited…but was still bored

at work.

My boss called me a woman out of—or was it ahead of?—my time.

Not particularly wanting to know what she meant, I didn’t ask; I could tell

that she considered me an oddball (in a nice way). I don’t think it helped

when I asked her permission to knock on senior managers’ doors to get 

information about and/or recruit them for a project I had in mind, but 

that’s what I did.

It wasn’t a riveting project, but you might thank me if strange germs

ever visit your town. I gathered the right players for a communication

system to apprise “laboratorians” (as CDC people call lab workers) of 

information  they need in public health emergencies. (To clarify, this

means faster diagnoses and better-targeted treatment for anyone stricken.)

While researching for my self-appointed project, I read a report 

released by the DHHS Offi ce of Inspector General (OIG). I’d heard of 

OIG, but wasn’t totally hip to what it was about. But now I know, and will

tell you. Each department has an OIG. Basically, their mission is to scout 

out fraud, waste and abuse, and promote the effi ciency and effectiveness

of Federal programs. I thought that service to the American people might 

keep me busier than what I was doing at CDC, and I worked my federal

network to fi nd out.

I detected a glimmer of evil foreboding when leaving my interview at the

OIG, but had forgotten by the time the offer came.

My job as Program Analyst was to evaluate programs funded with DHHS

money—like Medicare, Medicaid and emergency/terrorism preparedness

initiatives—and make recommendations for their improvement. I was
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excited to do the work, but just couldn’t make it happen. Never in my life

have I worked so hard to work. I felt frustrated by unnecessary barriers

that I thought my boss was creating. Things between us went sour.

I didn’t dislike her personally. In fact, I thought she’d gone out of 

her way to integrate me into the Atlanta office and the larger OIG 

(headquarters were in D.C. and we had offi ces in different parts of the

country). But in time, I got the sense—whether real or imagined—that she

was trying to hold me back, and that perception brought out the worst my 

personality had to offer. I didn’t know that I could be so spiteful; I reveled

in making her squirm.

Years earlier, Ezra had unintentionally tarnished my reputation at 

the Baltimore “Requarium” (a fusion of “aquarium” and the Brahms

“Requiem” that his mama loved so much). We were in an auditorium—

with a very pronounced echo—watching a dolphin show. The announcery

informed the crowd that dolphins didn’t have close-knit family units, but 

that they did have “lots of playmates.” Under the assumption that he wasn’t 

my playmate—like his father had often told him—because I had many 

others, Ezra jumped to his feet, pointed a chocolate frosting-smeared

fi nger at me, fi lled  his lungs with air and belted, “AUNTIE MIMI HAS

LOTS OF PLAYMATES!”

All eyes shifted from the dolphins onto me, as if to  say, “Really, Mimi,

exercise discretion!” If only they knew  the real story—I was on the road

to becoming a spiteful, lonely heart.

My sadness over an absent mate was ferocious by the time I got to

the OIG. I’d resisted advice to look online, but later decided to try. I

fi gured nothing would change  if my behavior didn’t. I created a profi le

on a dating site,  and sent one message that went unanswered. With that 

meager attempt, I abandoned the effort, but perused the site a bit fi rst.

The black and white photo was obviously professional; the face was

very pleasing. His profi le was cute too, but contained one detail that made
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me click the page closed: he thought he wanted kids. Creepy as it sounds

admitting it, though, the face occasionally came to mind.

Months after my pathetic online dating attempt, I was talking to a 

neighbor in the Healey lobby. Cocking his  head slightly, he said that I

reminded him of his mother. “You should visit her.”

“Uh, okay, where does she live?” I asked the question somehow think-

ing he’d say New Jersey.

“The Hague.”

“The Hague?” Yes, the place near Amsterdam—the key for the door

to my man. My semi-interest piqued; I’d go if he meant it. Cutting to the

chase, I went, thankful in advance for my unknown host.

But the trip was bittersweet—Van Gogh and Vermeer depressed me

alone. And who experiences the Red Light District solo?

Whether it was my same malaise or travelers’ un-inhibition, a man

at the museum was eager to talk. He’d recognized my beaded Maasai

watchband. He had one, too. He’d picked it up in Nairobi after putting

down Silicon Valley to wander for a while. The idea of going to the Red

Light District surfaced over an Indonesian dinner. We went, observed,

and bid adieu at the train station. I mentioned nothing of the outing to

my host, a preacher.

Her question, “Where does God fi t in your life?” drew the same answer

that I’d given sidewalk evangelists who knew I was saved from my smile: w

we walk our own paths and I’ll know God if and when I get to know Him.

That was my thinking; my ears heard something else a few days later:

Atlanta is your home. It wasn’t what I thought I’d discover on that trip. But 

that message ended my persistent desire to run from the States in search

of a better place.

Although the trip eliminated my desire to run away, it intensifi ed my 

depression at being single. I resumed my online courting efforts two

months after getting back, almost a year to the day after my fi rst attempt.

It was a different picture, but I recognized his face immediately. I

wondered if the cosmos was saying, “Pay attention this time!” And why 

not pay attention? It wasn’t as if I had to marry the guy.
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I sent him a message admitting I’d seen his profi le before, and why 

I didn’t write the fi rst time—he thought he wanted kids. My biological

clock was digital—it didn’t tick. But if he wanted to hang out (subtext:

until we found our respective, more suitable companions), he should

write back.

I didn’t come off as quite that unhinged, even though I was. He replied,

thinking my derangement to be intentional humor. I could call him Jeff.

He had a choice of Mary-Elizabeth or Mimi.

On the verge of an in-person meeting, I thought about something

my sister had said to me years before. She’d deemed me quick to dismiss

viable dating options. She recognized the behavior because she admitted

she’d done it herself. But committed to fi nding a boyfriend, she decided

to accept a second date even if the guy was so-so (and didn’t set off alarms,

of course). It worked. 

Her other pearls of wisdom included: 1) relationships are about deal-

ing with yourself more than another person, and 2) you can love anyone

you decide to love. I wasn’t so sure about #2, but I liked the sound of it.

Recalling these lessons, I arranged my fi rst date with Jeff.

I can’t say that I went ga-ga, but I immediately liked his manner. He

bantered easily with me, our waitress and the cashier at the coffee shop.

There, he came seriously close to nullifying his good behavior. Talking

about our movie tastes, he got off on a tangent about a genre he didn’t 

really care for. But from his vivid recounting of Final Destination, I wasn’t 

so sure that he wasn’t thrilled by gruesomeness.

A teeny bit wary, I was slow to dismiss him and saw him again anyway—

many times.

In his song “Ladies Love Country Boys”, Trace Adkins tells about a 

girl—raised up a lady—who falls for a farmer-tanned boy in camoufl age

britches. I did just about the same. Actually, I deliberately chose Jeff, withe

his camoufl age cargo shorts and tan line courtesy of frequent golf. That 

choice answered a question I’d asked myself years before: yes, I could date

a barista (or a former one, anyway).
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I wish I knew years ago that we give steam to whatever we fi ght. (You may 

not agree, but Mother Teresa would.) I’m not suggesting that we curl into

the fetal position defenseless. What I’m suggesting is that we stop resisting

people or situations we don’t like and instead get busy with forwarding

our own agendas.

My CDC boss tried to tip me off about the fatiguing effects of my 

struggles by asking if I always fought the system. I didn’t see myself as a 

fi ghter, I told her, but if something was in the way of my objective, I’d do

what was necessary to get around it. That may not sound so bad, but I said

it with my dukes up.

Fast forward to OIG boss #1, who I considered a block to my objective

of doing evaluations and writing reports. My tactic in getting around her

was to abandon any last remnants of my crowd-pleasing ways and put all

of my cards on the table—I minced no words in telling her what I thought 

about the offi ce.

My boss didn’t appear to be interested in what I had to say, but her boss

in our D.C. headquarters—hereinafter “The Inquisitor”—was.

In the offi ce, we fell into two camps: the “frustrated-beyond-belief”

and the seemingly “not-so-frustrated”. Someone in my camp—frustrated-

beyond-belief—contacted The Inquisitor to tip him off that good program

analysts in our offi ce were talking about quitting (I was one of them). The

Inquisitor wanted to know what was going on; he’d hold a conference call

that afternoon. As providence would have it—or as my colleague observed

before calling D.C.—my boss and none of the not-so-frustrated camp were

in the offi ce because they’d set off early for Thanksgiving.

Seconds into the conference call, all eyes fell on the bigmouth—me.

Quite articulate in expressing my thoughts about what ailed the offi ce,

I did not hold back; the others followed suit. The Inquisitor thanked us

for the insight, and ensured my camp anonymity. In turn, I thanked him

for his consideration, but anonymity was not necessary for me, I said. He
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could feel free to use my name—only—in discussing the information that 

we had provided. Months went by with no apparent change; it didn’t seem

that he’d discussed our information with anyone.

About a month after the conference call with The Inquisitor, my boss

informed me that she was hiring a Team Leader, a position one step

up from the one I held. I told her quite openly that I couldn’t see the

justifi cation in bringing in a stranger off the street when I—a known entity 

(which was the problem)—was already in the organization and could

do the work. She heard what I said but was sorry; she would advertise

the position anyway—in a window of time that I was ineligible to apply 

for it.

Federal workers must complete one year at a particular grade before

qualifying for the next. I hadn’t completed a full year as a program analyst,

and therefore was ineligible to apply for a team leader slot. But I applied

for it anyway through an automated system. No one could stop me from

doing that much; it was my way of making a statement that I was qualifi ed, 

whether I had the time or not. Naturally, my name appeared on a list of 

applicants that made its way to our D.C. headquarters.

The Inquisitor, confused by my application, asked my boss why I had

submitted it. I think it was during that conversation with her that he

spilled the beans about his conference call with the frustrated-beyond-

belief camp a few months earlier—disclosing all of our names, it seemed. l

But Mary-Elizabeth had done most of the talking. 

My boss called me into her offi ce and told me she knew what I had

done. I looked her in the eyes and said, “I don’t regret it.” And I didn’t 

regret it. I wanted to be productive—by any means necessary. My only 

regret is that I didn’t use a kinder selection and delivery of words in those

days. (Incidentally, no one was hired for the job.)

A chasm went through the offi ce after the not-so-frustrated camp

caught wind of what my camp had done. Members of my camp became

instant pariahs, with bigmouth at the forefront. It was highly uncomfortable y

to go to work. I tried to run away, as usual, but doors to another job weren’t 

opening. Thank goodness.
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Remember I said that it’s sometimes best to experience discomfort? I

said that because I think we fi nd in the second place—or person, for that 

matter—whatever we’re running from in the fi rst.

I didn’t want to be a pariah, but suspect I would have become one in my 

next job without resolving problems with my previous boss and co-workers

fi rst. In running from laboratory research, I ran from people I liked but 

work I didn’t. I found the same thing at Greenpeace, and the CDC after

that. In running from the CDC, however, I knew I couldn’t keep it up.

Sooner or later, I’d have to face what was really eating at me and do busi-

ness differently if I ever hoped to fi nd wellbeing. And life—primed to help

us out—whispered a way through my brother’s mouth.

Long-holding a Master’s in Pastoral Counseling, and observing me for

many years longer, Sam thought I might click with Kabbalah.

I heard his gentle remark and started poking around on the Internet.

As if by coincidence—I don’t believe in coincidence—Jeff found a free

tape set on the subject. I came away with three main lessons: 1) discomfort 

means that light (i.e., good) is trying to be revealed, 2) our lives refl ect us

(a theory of sowing and reaping as I understood it), and 3) God doesn’t 

make miracles, we do—by tapping into divine energy. I assumed all three

to be true and started to experiment.

It was hard not fi ghting at fi rst, but lowering my dukes got easier over

time. For every negative observation about my co-workers, I looked at how 

it also applied to me. It was usually pretty obvious, and made it easier to

cut them slack. My resistance resurfaced occasionally, but overall I felt a 

shift toward a kinder, gentler Mary-Elizabeth.

My “personnel issues” started to dissolve as if saturated in stain remover.

My boss took another job and I made friends with my not-so-frustrated

co-workers again. I had traces of stubborn dirt when boss #2 arrived, but 

it too washed away in time.
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In my early 20s, Sam prophesized that I’d never fi nd a pre-fabricated job

that would satisfy me; I was destined for entrepreneurship. He reminded

me again: “Mary,” he said in his slow voice, “I think you’re the sleeping

giant of the family.”

At the risk of sounding conceited, I mostly agreed with him. Not that 

I was the sleeping giant of the family, but a sleeping giant in the family.

I think we’re all sleeping giants, except those people who are awake or

waking up. Waking up, as I see it, is coming to a gut-level understanding

that we have everything we need—right here and now—to live a life that 

feels good or, at the very least, feels better.

Comforting as it was that Sam recognized and affi rmed my giant poten-

tial, I still didn’t do anything differently. His next reminder didn’t feel sol

good.

I was eating Sunday dinner with Jeff. It looked like any of our Sunday 

dinners, so it was puzzling that I had a strong desire to cry hard.

Within days, my mother asked if I’d spoken to Sam recently. From that 

question alone, I knew what had happened. Hours later, my father called

to confi rm what I thought: Sam had passed away. He died in his sleep from

diabetes-related complications. He was 43.

Crying on my bed, I felt deep sadness, but not the nauseating kind

I had experienced when Marc died. Not fi ghting the reality took some

of the upset away. Staring blankly at nothing in particular, something

occurred to me. The result of Sam’s death was t what I had prayed for—that t

he would fi nd relief from his illness—but it didn’t happen how I wanted.w

When I prayed for Sam to fi nd peace, I had a medical breakthrough in

mind. But he found peace another way. Knowing he found it, so did I.

The whisper that followed was one I’d heard before: Growing old is a 

privilege. I knew I was squandering mine.

My Team Leader interview was the week after Sam’s memorial service.

I got the job; I started getting complacent within a year. I made a good
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salary, liked my co-workers (including boss #2), and worked so close to

home that I took lunch breaks there when I wanted.

I was at my desk thinking, maybe I can stay here. I lurched slightly, as if 

startled by my guardian angel screaming, “No! No! No!” As a precaution,

she (my guardian angel) made working with boss #2 frustrate me to tears

(literally) from that moment on.

In the past, I would have fought him. But I’d learned that fi ghting

makes us tired and that in diffi cult times, good steps forward when we

call it. What good could I call the frustration with my boss? I called it a 

yield signal, one that slowed my progress in the wrong direction. The

frustration was a reminder that there was something else that could make

me feel better. Despite that understanding, I stayed put. I had big bills to

pay and worried how to manage them from the starting rungs of another

profession.

Thankfully, reminders kept coming to nudge me forward; my body 

conspired to help me again.

My stomach didn’t get better after surgery, and I submitted to colo-

noscopies and radiological techniques that required me to drink chalky 

heinousness.

Then heart palpitations showed up. With unremarkable test results,

my doctor shrugged and had no prescription. But I did. It was work that I

could look forward to. My gut had been telling me so for years, but I was

scared, like I said before. My body, shepherding me along, picked up the

pace with more symptoms.

I got a rash on my neck. It was another cry for help, I knew, but I did

what was comfortable—I went from doctor to doctor to doctor.

The rash was the fi rst manifestation of what later became obvious as

a yeast infection. I told my doctor what it was, but he decided differently 

and prescribed antibiotics. I knew better than to take them; I’d unlock the

yeast fl oodgates by killing off bacteria. But I swallowed the pills anyway,

thinking he knew something I didn’t. Things got much worse, but I didn’t 

blame him—I took the pills against my better judgment and thought my 

body was going to run with the infection regardless of what I ingested.
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I itched all over my body. Let me repeat that I itched. All. Over. My.

Body. And the sensation got worse if things pressed against me, including

my mattress. I writhed on lying down and couldn’t fall asleep. I’d cry in

the shower from fatigue before going to work.

Downtown panhandlers reminded me about the homelessness beyond my 

door. I felt a responsibility to do something, but struggled long and hard

with what. Most times, I didn’t feel good about doling out cash, but also

wasn’t satisfi ed making donations to advocacy groups. I wanted to end my 

mental struggles with the matter once and for all by developing a strategy 

for dealing with people who hit me up. Ah, I’d give them food because

they were hungry, right? Well, that’s what they told me.

Off I went to Target for snack packs that I toted on my walking

commute. I wasn’t good for spare change, but I could give you a nibble. I

received a mix of snaggle-toothed grins and angry slit eyes. I ignored the

angry eyes and kept up the strategy until I couldn’t resist eating the snacks

myself and making my yeast situation worse, which didn’t take long. So I

aborted my snack-packing mission shortly before making friends with a 

panhandler, as it turned out.

Day after day he muttered, “Can you spare twenty-fi ’ sints?” with a 

vacant gaze to the sky. A constant presence on the overpass near the

Federal complex, I awkwardly passed him at least twice a day for weeks.

But one day, I got a feeling to give him a quarter. I woke him up to

perform the deed. “Hey, hey,” he called after me, “it’s my birthday next 

week and I’d like some clean socks.” Surprised that he had a sense of time

and was capable of conversation, I said that I’d bring him some. While

saying it, I got inspired to ask his shirt and pants sizes, too. “Are you really 

going to think about me?” I promised him that I would and asked his

name. It was Karl. I’d see him after the weekend with his stuff. “But are

you really going to think about me?” I assured him again. “Okay,” he said,

“I love you.” “I love you too, Karl.” I paused, thinking huh? after I’d said it. 
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“You thought about me!” Karl seemed more touched that he’d crossed

my mind than for the bag of clothes I gave him. I’d thought about the

social isolation homeless people must feel from hastened scurries and

averted eyes, but I felt it in that moment. And my struggle stopped. It

didn’t need a blanket panhandlers’ strategy; I just needed to listen one

individual at a time.

The next time I saw Karl, his face was swollen from a mugging; he

wanted a painkiller, which I supplied. Jeff—a purger after my own heart—

went through his closet and made another bag for my new friend. But 

walking up and down the street day after day, I never saw Karl again.

Not revealing the sense I had about the whole affair, I told my co-worker

the story. She looked at me sheepishly while dropping her voice, “Mary-E,

do you think he was  an angel?”

“Funny you should ask,” I said, “because I do.”

Angel or not, Karl reminded me of something I tend to forget when

wrapped so tightly in my own problems: the considerable weight—and

soothing effects—of small kindnesses.

When I thought my medical problems couldn’t get worse, they did. I

developed adrenal fatigue and my exhaustion became unimaginable.

Leaky gut syndrome came next. Whatever you’re imagining is probably 

correct, but you may not be able to picture the severity of the food

sensitivities it caused. I landed in the emergency room from a carrot  and

Swiss chard. I was scared to eat. My muscles atrophied at an alarming

rate. My thinking was foggy and disturbed. My teeth grew translucent 

from mineral loss.

I felt like I was dying, and thought—without realizing  I’d already done

it—would it be so bad to go to sleep and not  wake up? At the moment I had?

the thought, my sobbing  spontaneously stopped; “Hell no!” raged from

the soles of my feet through my gritted teeth. My forebears had pulled it 

out of me. 
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At different times during my childhood, my mother had shown me

photographs of my predecessors. I had intently studied three pictures in

particular: Mama Montgomery, Annie Mayo and India Sheppard.

Mama Montgomery, my paternal great-grandmother, sat in profi le.

Her eyes didn’t meet mine, but she’d captured my stare regardless. With

silver-white hair, she reminded  me of a perfect cameo broach.

Annie Mayo, my maternal great-grandmother and India Sheppard’s

stepdaughter, bore a calm expression that had nonetheless slightly 

intimidated me. Nervous to look her in the eyes, I’d concentrated instead

on her unusual coat.

I’d studied India’s photograph the most intently. India, my mater-

nal step great-great-grandmother, looked back at me from age-beaten,

cardboard-like paper. Uncharacteristic of stern faces in turn-of-the-20th-

century photos, India was smiling; her expression grabbed my attention

because no one else in pictures as old as hers seemed to be happy.

Decades after I’d fi rst studied their pictures, my forebears faces fl ashed

before my eyes the moment I’d considered falling asleep and staying there.

Those faces shook me to my senses.

India was born a slave and died free. Generations later, I was born

free but seemed to be dying a slave. I appreciate that people get skittish

about the words “slave” and “slavery”, but slavery is what I call doing

spirit-draining  work for no reason other than food and shelter, and not 

realizing you can make another choice. I made a choice that I could let 

my shelter go.

The words of a Negro spiritual fl oated softly across my mind: And before 

I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave…. Amen; I fi nally understood Sam’s

attraction to that song.

For all my suffering, the people at work had no clue (neither did my 

family, but I’ll get to that discussion in a moment). My hours declined

appreciably, but my effi ciency—counter-intuitively—went through the
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roof. The only signifi cant change in my behavior otherwise was closing

my offi ce door and not eating sweets at birthday parties.

My boss thought that I was demonstrating will power, presumably 

fueled by a desire to get skinny, which I already was. But my desire was

to stay out of the hospital by depriving the yeast of its favorite foodstuff.

But the less sugar I ate, the more my offi ce mates brought. It gave new 

meaning to hostile work environment, as my sister later  put it.

I had to get out of the offi ce for a while, but had no idea how to afford

it. Despite a combined income scraping six fi gures, I lived pay check to pay 

check. My Atlanta condo wasn’t the cheapest in the world and the rent I

received from my D.C. condo’s tenants was less than what it cost  me every 

month. My only helpful doctor wasn’t covered by my insurance; he cost 

$200 a pop. I engaged in everyday money squandering, too. But none of 

that mattered; I had to rest before my sickness drove me mad. I’d fi gure

out the money later.

My boss wasn’t thrilled to let me go for a month, but he wanted to keep

up my work fl ow. If a month was what I needed, I could have it. In lockstep,

the cash showed up—I got a performance bonus.

In all honesty, I had no intention of going back to the OIG despite

not having a plan. I’d been getting ready to leave for about eight months.

The previous Christmas, I wasn’t traveling and volunteered to staff 

the offi ce the last week of the year. Sitting in that deserted place, I was

inspired to do what I would if it were my last week there; my offi ce was

essentially empty after I was done.

No one commented except my boss, who made a casual joke that it was

nice that I still worked there. I explained that top-to-bottom cleaning was

my norm to kick off a new year—which, in addition to the other reason,

was very true. Having observed my minimalism and results of compulsive

cleaning during offi ce parties at my condo, he had nothing to suspect.

Weeks before my month off, I went at the cleaning again with

turbocharged gusto. Not one personal effect remained. My fi les were

burned to CD. I was done.
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During my second offi ce cleaning frenzy, I got a tip to check out a New 

Thought church in town. Growing up, my mother had introduced us to

a nice man named Jesus who loved little children, but church attendance

was only mandatory—and mostly occurred—at school. With the exception

of a few intense months of listening to internet evangelists once Kabbalah

seemed to turn esoteric, I didn’t do much church as a big girl, either.

Deviating from my decades-long norm, however, I followed the tip to see

what New Thought was all about.

The bible tells a different story when translated from Aramaic—Jesus’

tongue. I cooled things off with the internet evangelists because I felt 

condemned, and labeled as a bible picker—swallowing parts I liked and

spitting out the rest. I was spitting stuff out, to be sure—not the bible, but 

bitter interpretations of it. And there I was, with a church full of company s

who also spit out the devil as a second party—our wayward thoughts do

a fi ne job tormenting us—and the notion that death is a prerequisite for

entering Heaven or Hell; Heaven and Hell exist on earth. I was hungry to

hear more of the church’s teachings, and went two to three times a week.

I’d been out of the offi ce just days when a guest speaker took the

podium at church. I went home with her CD about committed passion—

for one’s work.

Her contention, which I echo, is that if you joylessly work only for

money, you’re taking someone else’s job. She gave three options for lis-

teners satisfying that criterion: 1) learn to love the work, 2) make peace

with the work while you seek better-fi tting employment, and 3) get out 

fast if the work confl icts with your values.

I satisfi ed the criterion of working joylessly to pay the bills. As for my 

options, I ruled out #1. I liked what I was doing (e.g., writing), but wouldt

never like how I had to do it (i.e., in a federal voice). I crossed off #2w

because Sam’s prophesy struck a chord—my job was not ready to go; I’d

have to cobble it together myself. I pondered #3.
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To say that my work confl icted with my values might suggest that some-

thing shady was going on, but there wasn’t. However, the organizational

worldview and mine were quite different, with little chance of overlap.

And there was that comment from a senior manager that had latently 

bothered me for years.

Days after joining the OIG, boss #1 and I had traveled to DHHS

Headquarters—Humphrey Building, Independence Avenue, Washington,

D.C.—to mark my transition into the echelons of authority (i.e., we went 

to my Emerging Leaders Program graduation ceremony). After the

ceremony, boss #1 introduced me around the OIG (as I said, she had  gone

out of her way to welcome me). We found ourselves in an intimate meeting

of three with my soon-to-be great-grand-boss. Don’t get confused with all

of the bosses— the point is that I was in a meeting with a senior guy. My 

boss #1 was listing for senior guy all of the studies that the Atlanta offi ce

was undertaking. “We’re still working on that?” he remarked about one

of the studies. “We’ve been working on that for at least 20 years.” I made

a mental note of the assertion.

I remembered that mental note when deliberating about my options

for addressing my joyless work. The memory pushed option #3—getting

out—into the winner’s circle. The only question was how?

If that weren’t enough to lay on me, the CD inspired  me to play along

with the workshop participants on the recording. They were stating their

names and commitments. 

No doubt to the alarm of any neighbor within earshot, I loudly 

declared, “I, Mary-Elizabeth Harmon, am committed to only doing work 

I love!” I exhaled. Within seconds, a little voice rose up from my gut, Then 

you know what to do.

I didn’t stop to think about the whisper, and immediately got on my 

boss’ calendar. Sitting face to face, I told him that I’d stay two weeks after

I got back, then I’d leave for good. I thanked him before rushing off; I

had an event to attend in the park.

I had entered a contest to win a bicycle. My task was to pitch why I

deserved one in 50 words or fewer. I wrote something close to this: I recently 
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heard that if a person’s been doing something the same way for over twenty years, it’s 

time to change. Given that, it’s time to overcome my fear of riding a bike. I’ll tackle 

that fi rst, then my fear of opening a community-based business.

It did the trick. On my way from my boss’ offi ce to the presentation

ceremony, I thought about other things it  was time to change. It was time

to grow hair and fi nd professional peace.

It was an athlete I heard say leave when they want you to stay. I liked that, and 

worked to achieve it my last two weeks in the offi ce.

Not that my former employers had shown me the door, but my leaving

generally meant losing a blabbermouth  more than a prized asset. But at 

OIG, I’d like to think that my personality and work made a ripple I could

amplify while heading out.

Boss #2 appreciated my fi nal push. We laughed about how he’d frus-

trated me to greater self-actualization. It was a great set-up for running

toward something new.

In bidding farewell, someone suggested that I take a leave of absence as

a fi nancial safety measure. It was sage, logical advice that twisted my gut.

I heeded the feeling and consequently severed all ties. The offi ce would

be the same if I returned, and I didn’t want an easy way out of my new 

commitment to only doing work I loved. I had learned what I needed to

learn in the OIG.

How I would fi nance unemployment, I didn’t know. I call it a leap of 

faith, but won’t argue if you call it stupidity. I knew the money would come,

just as it had before.

Some time before my churchly activities, the D.C. government corrected

years of mistakes by sending me a tax bill in the multiple thousands. I’m

sure you can guess that I didn’t have the money. Cutting a long story short,
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I cried for God’s mercy. To His credit, I got no reprimand for so suddenly 

recognizing His presence. God would make a way where I couldn’t, and

I sat still and listened for a plan. I heard one that bought me some time.

Some months later, I was sorting through mail when I saw my 

handwritten name and address; I didn’t know the sender. I opened, read

and burst into tears. My friend and longtime Greenpeace volunteer, A. E.

Griffi th Bates—Mr. Bates as I called him—had died at age 77. His parents

had lived past 100, and I expected the same for him.

I felt shocked all the more because ten minutes earlier, I’d picked

stationery to write him a thank-you note for the calendar he had sent me.

Instead, I wrote to his sister saying I missed him. Within two weeks or so

of sending her my note, I received a reply from her, I presumed to thank 

me for the sentiment. I opened, read and dropped my jaw. Mr. Bates had

put me in his will. The included check was a token of his respect for me.

I never wanted anyone to die for my fi nancial gain, but was deeply 

grateful for his gift. The tax bill was gone; Jeff and I were, too, on a short 

memorial trip to Asheville, North Carolina.

So I knew the money was there for my unemployment, but it didn’t 

show up how I’d expected. I sat still, listened and cashed out my retire-

ment fund. 

If you’re cringing, I’m sorry. What’s done is done. Retirement is of 

no concern to a woman who thinks she’s dying. Not to mention a 401k 

couldn’t retire the woman in a way she wanted—she would have to start 

over regardless.

I found hope in a t-shirt: It’s never too late for a happy childhood. In other

words, it’s all in the spin. And the Spin Doctor—as I’d become known—

spun her woes into gold. She spun a 14-carat story of Job.

For those unfamiliar, Job was a biblical dude who lost e-v-e-r-y-thing. He

lost his money, his house, and his babies inside it. If that weren’t enough,

he was stricken with leprosy. But Job didn’t curse God, and his blessings

were restored above and beyond.

The sequence is somewhat different in my modern-day version, but I’m

claiming the resolution as the same. My leprosy—systemic yeast—preceded



MIMI HARMON

76

the loss of my money. But Mimi didn’t curse God, either. She sobbed like

hell at times, but knew in the midst of her tears that her experience could

help someone else.



PART  3

A FEELING
ADVENTURE 

BEGINS
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STILL ATLANTA

From listening closely to certain online preachers, I became somewhat 

articulate in the Word. I’d strutted around calling things which be not 

as though they were.2 My genteel Christian friend—who still makes me gasp 

using the word “crap”—would encourage me with, “Teach it, Mary-E!”

I’d transformed from a sho’ nuff cohabitating sinner—Jeff had moved f

in by that time—into a testifying sinner with no plans to change her living

situation. I’m feeling the Spirit move just telling you about it!

What I’d do with my acquired talent, I didn’t know. Then the idea 

hit me to carry on Sam’s brainchild. Sam was Founder of the Christian

Church of the Entrepreneur in Dayton, OH. With the name Mary-

Elizabeth, I was fi t for a nunnery, but I couldn’t conceive of wearing a 

habit. My love was too great for striped pants and fl oral shirt ensembles

(which, the aforementioned Christian said, made her suffer vision

problems that necessitated a stronger prescription). But a reverend can

wear what she likes, right? 

Flexibility in dressing aside, I believed in Sam’s vision statement:

Entrepreneurship is one of the most powerful Forces in the Universe. It is creation.

2  Romans 4:17.
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It is being in God’s own image at its best. When you create something out of noth-

ing—when you use all of your creative talents to produce something that has never 

existed—and prosper, then you are at your best. It is a pathway that can redeem a 

person, a family, a neighborhood, a people, a country and even our world.3

Praise heaven! Sounds like a churchly message worthy of spreading, but 

did I belong on a pulpit? I can’t say that I felt called that way, but wondered

whether people claimed their callings or their callings claimed them. I felt 

confused and did what any responsible adult would—I called my mother.

I told her my secret about carrying on Sam’s church. She could see it, but 

we left it at that.

The man I’d just met at church turned to his friend, “Should I ask or will

you?” Intrigued, I listened for the question. First, he said they’d been

watching me, and proved it by pointing out my seats over the months.

Then, pointing to the podium, he asked, “When will we see you up there?”

On the one hand, I was as surprised that they knew where I sat as

by the question. On the other hand, I wasn’t so hard to miss. I wasn’t a 

dozing-off, shrouded-in-the-back-row kind of churchgoer; I drank my 

New Thought teachings in the front of the chapel. The lessons passed my 

throat smoothly, but could have been ipecac for souls deeply entrenched

in more traditional interpretations of the bible. Newly liberated from

heathenism, however, that was not my burden.

If you feel comfortable, state your name followed by the words “the Christ.”

I don’t think Jesus the Christ would mind. Christ is a title—“the anointed t

one”—not a name dedicated to a man from Nazareth.

3 The Soul of the Traveler: The Founder’s Story. Samuel Harmon. Available online at 
www.lulu.com.
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Jesus himself said that each of us can be a Jesus, too: Truly, truly, I say 

to you, he who believes in me shall do the works that I do; and even greater than 

these he shall do.4 I think that means that if we believe in having the same

potential as Jesus, we do. It’s what I learned in Kabbalah—we create our

own miracles. Ask Jesus for help if you like, but I don’t suggest waiting for

him to save you. Personally, I’d rather listen to what he said and do my 

saving for myself.

Have you ever gotten something you tried like hell to avoid? I bet so,

and here’s why: life responds to our emphatic speech. If we don’t 

speak affi rmatively—which most of us aren’t accustomed to doing—life

simply drops the negative from what we say and helps us create what’s left.

I’ll use myself as an example of what I mean. I said (repeatedly), “I don’t 

want a baby.” Life heard (repeatedly), “I ( ) want a baby,” and did what it 

could to help.

Don’t worry, I didn’t get pregnant. What I did instead  was create a 

caregiver role that I later changed my mind  about playing.

Once Jeff moved in, I felt a strange compulsion to cook a lot. It made

sense in a way; I’d started getting ready for it back in D.C. Not to mention

that it felt nice to feed him—it was a way of demonstrating love. 

Then I started doing other things. I’d think it’s not environmentally 

friendly to do a half load, and more and more often, I found myself washing 

clothes for a man who folds t-shirts better than I do. Soon after, I started

calling him “Baby”.

There wasn’t much for Baby to do around the house, and he didn’t 

seem to mind. Why should he? He was happy letting me cook and clean

and I was happy doing it. Strange as it may sound, I wasn’t ready to let 

go of the control of having things just right. The cement dried fast; the

expectations were set for both of us.

4  John 14: 12
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But living with Baby softened me (a bit). Who knows how my 

perfectionism really developed, but I suspect it grew, in part, from not 

having a mate in the fi rst place. I may have been single and lonely, but 

the rest of my life was fl awless, darn it! Semi-soft, however, I was caught 

between a rock and hard place. I let go of the reigns enough to want help,

but the help had to happen on my terms. I’d created a situation doomed

for failure. But if I created it, I could un-create it. It was time for Baby 

and me to talk.

Talking was easy, and we came up with a plan. Not so easy was doing

what we’d agreed. Eventually (and rather quickly), he went back to his

behavior and I went back to mine. Thus was born our cycle of devising a 

new plan, resuming our old behaviors, and chugging along until I hit my 

next threshold.

After eight months of gulping down church, my thirst for it wasAA satisfi ed.A Poof! Just like that. I considered that any defi ciencies from!

my long-standing non-consumption of God were suffi ciently remedied

for the time; I embarked on a new…whoa, hold up! I’ll stop myself. I tried!

to pull a fast one on you by glossing over the real reasons why I lost my 

thirst. The truth of the matter harkens to Jim Rohn’s statement that we are

the company we most keep, and to my short bicycle-winning blurb about 

the necessity for change after 20 years of doing something the same way.

But most importantly, I stopped going to church because my trust in my 

feelings had returned.

I was a fi tfully slumbering soul searching for peace and understanding

(not to mention money). I found many kindred spirits at the church. But 

what’s the shame in that? We’ve all had moments of drowsy fi tfulness

and/or empty pockets. True, but drowsily fi tful and/or broke associates

potentiate the same in us over time (per Jim); that was strike one. Once I

started waking up to that reality, it seemed to me that I should associate

with awake, fulfi lled people (with wads of cash) to fi nd out what they 
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knew, even if my only access to them was through books.

Strike two was that a prominent contingent of congregation members

had continuously attended the church for more than 20 years. I’m

confi dent one could make persuasive arguments about the merits of 

such longstanding practices. At the time I walked through the church’s

door, however, I was of the mindset that two decades or more of the

same approach—whether dealing with fear of bicycle riding, addressing

shenanigans in Medicare or learning spiritual lessons—was probably long

enough. I preferred not to get cozy in an environment where a 20-year

strategy was considered tried and true, not hurting for revision.

Strike three—the deciding factor—was that the underlying vibe 

permeating the church didn’t sit well with me. That feeling gave me the

fi nal push out the church’s door.

I am explaining why my church attendance was fl eeting. I am making

no indictments against church attendance. If going to your house of 

worship is a good strategy for you, you should continue to do so. I know 

that a faith-based community can do wonders. It was at church that Mimi

the Christ was born and fi rst felt a gut-level understanding that slavery,t

poverty, her physical ailments and all the rest must fi rst be changed in

her mind (despite having (unwittingly) overcome academic slowness

by changing her mind about her mind many years beforehand). So I

reiterate: go to your house of worship if it benefi ts you. But also admit 

when it doesn’t and leave. Jesus the Christ was always on the go. On that t

note, I have a special message for those of you who feel tormented by your

desire to wander: spin that feeling into a perfect strategy to spread your

gospel far and wide. If you don’t have a gospel, make one up, or spread a 

pre-existing one that you like (including those of mortals who are walking

the earth right now).

Newly churchless, sleeping giant rang in my ears; I was determined to oncet

and for all break through the invisible power shield that had blocked my 
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previous attempts to fi nd professional happiness. The preacher thing

didn’t feel like it, so I focused on the entrepreneurship thing instead.

I considered nutrition coaching. I paid my tuition, got the books

and stared at them. Aided by friendly shoving by my sister shortly after

the books arrived, I studied and taught a class in my living room. The

feedback was positive, but I felt confl icted about pushing a message that 

rubbed against my changing views about food. I’ll explain that later. The

point for now is that I considered life coaching instead.

I had taken a short training course not long before leaving the OIG. My 

body of knowledge was pitiful, but I presumptuously thought I could make

a comfortable living with it. All I had to do—as my six-fi gure business

mentors were telling me—was follow the fi ve simple steps to ka-ching! (that !

they’d tell me for a fee). Feeling lost, vulnerable and desperate (I advise

doing nothing from that starting point) I fell lock, stock and barrel.

In the beginning, dreaming about a business was magical. It’s like I had

a funnel in my brain; ideas poured in with such inevitability that I didn’t 

dare stray from pen and paper. I could scarcely sleep for expecting to hear

something delicious. Perhaps it was time for the book—a coaching book 

perhaps?—that Sam had suggested I write. Maybe I had something to say.

But I didn’t; it was schlock. It was schlock, and I was exhausted from

scribbling all night about business strategies that were starting to

offend me. 

Lost at sea on my dinky raft, I feared that I was a sleeping giant 

with giant potential for sleeping through life. But I was supposed to

do something big! Part of my struggle, as I see it now, was that 1) I had !

forgotten what I really liked to do after so many years of sleepwalking,

and 2) I felt obligated to get something big done, and the burden of that g

made my spirit sink. Regarding #1, if you should fi nd yourself facing

that dilemma, try thinking back to childhood as a way of remembering

what you like. I’ve long been a storyteller but took a detour; I’m very 

much enjoying telling you a story now. For bonus points, recapture your

youthful daydreaming; let your mind wander with what you’d do if you

had unlimited resources. And no censoring or labeling your inspiration
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as “unrealistic”. See the vision fi rst, decide on feasibility later.

Regarding #2, try saying, “To hell with obligation.” Why burden

ourselves with things we have to do? o Having to do something drains o

our batteries. How long can most people sustain that before getting

tapped out?

Surely I’m not advising you to abandon your dependents for carefree

living, but why not ditch what you have to do to the extent that you cano

without wreaking havoc on your life? I know that I’m not the only one

who’s ever sat on a committee or engaged in some other activity that 

painfully gobbled my precious time and energy, making me tiredly rush

through the parts of life that I wanted to savor. When we stop rushing

for a moment, we can re-evaluate our “have-tos” and lighten our loads. If 

after re-evaluation you’re still really, really convinced that it all has to stay, y

consider talking about what you have to do with different words. See if you o

can frame your “obligations” in terms of what you get to do.

Getting to do something charges our batteries so we can sustain ouro

activities for a long time. It also opens the door for gratitude; life—similar

to you and me—likes to bestow gifts upon a thankful recipient who cares

for what he or she gets. You may think the notion that you get to clean youro

house is crazy, but I’m sure the idea isn’t so off-the-mark to a homeless

family.

 I suspected that my gut was on the mark in the months after leaving

Greenpeace, whilst nudging me to forget about obligation and turn fun

into pay. But I chickened out and didn’t succeed; I wanted permission to

try again. Author Howard Thurman gave it to me: Don’t ask what the world 

needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs 

is people who have come alive.

What the world needs is sleeping giants to wake up, fi nd their stride

and prosper, to put Howard’s language into mine. As for the children,

the homeless, the endangered lands and species, and anything else we

feel obligated to attend, I say relax—there are giants among us who get to

take care of it all, if we’d only wake up and get started (but no pressure).

Keep in mind that getting started doesn’t necessarily mean a change of 
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employment. Getting started can mean dropping a few “have-tos” to make

time for what you enjoy—volunteering at the zoo, working on a pet project 

or spending time with family—whether you get paid to do it or not. The

very act of attending to your enjoyment will summon new opportunities

for more enjoyment. Those new opportunities just might earn you income.

You may wonder how waking up happens. From my continually unfolding

experience thus far, I can say that  it doesn’t read like Snow White. My 

fi rst awakening  moments were not marked with a graceful fl uttering of 

eyelids after getting kissed by the Prince of Understanding. No, my fi rst 

awakening moments were more akin to dragging a comatose teenager out 

of bed—the experience involved chafi ng. I’ll explain thusly.

My father told me about a poor soul whose family threatened to with-

draw fi nancial support if she didn’t pursue the career they’d chosen for

her. Not that my father’s story in any way warranted my remark, but I felt 

that I must inform him that if such constraints were ever to be placed on

me, I’d say goodbye and walk away. But…that he and my mother were the 

ones to thank for my developing the boldness to do such a thing.

My timid, crowd-pleasing days were behind me, as you may remember

from my confrontations with OIG boss #1. Somewhere along the way, I

developed a healthy disregard—which with my former boss strayed into

unhealthy territory—for what anyone thought about what I did. Or had I?

Mostly yes. Not that I’m a bull in a china shop, but I kinda don’t care

about what people think about my behavior. Waking up by saying, “No

folks, I want to do what feels right for me,” necessarily takes a level of such

disregard. Listen to what people offer because it could be good advice,

but summarily drop whatever doesn’t sit right in your gut. So yes, I don’t 

care (in a friendly way) what you think about what I do. I genuinely hope

you don’t care about my thoughts in equal measure.

Those are pretty tough words, huh? The rest of the story is that 

depending upon my emotional state, I sometimes do care about what 
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certain people think. I’ll save you from speculating who “certain people”

are and just tell you. They are my family members.

What I said to my father is true; I would have walked away had my fam-

ily put too many constraints on me. But there’s a chance I would have felt 

tied down all the same by giving too much attention to what my family 

thought. And that’s the tricky balancing act for so many of us: doing what 

we need to do, while at the same time not getting mired in relationships

with people whose opinions sometimes matter but also confl ict with our

own.

In my case, I withheld the extent of my health concerns from my family 

and friends. Hiding that information was what felt right to do because my 

emotional state wasn’t such that I could disregard people’s opinions—or

questions—when I had my own to sort out. I think the strategy was a 

good one—in the beginning. My Kabbalah friends even suggested sowing

precious seeds and quietly leaving them underground—they’d germinate

that way. Tell your secrets after growth takes hold, they said.

During my lows, I had a sense that my situation would resolve itself as I

got closer to the right kind of work. But I also had a sense that my feelings

about the right kind of work and how to fi nd it would chafe certain family 

members and vice versa. As far as I was concerned, my rightful work 

didn’t require my many years of biology training. Furthermore, fi nding

my rightful work didn’t require an intensive job search, but tinkering

around until I found something I enjoyed. I suspected those ideas might 

sound imbalanced to some. For me, instead of taking the risk of letting my 

family in on what was happening, hearing their input (which comes from

concern), getting upset (because other people’s concern can nonetheless

be upsetting) and potentially making them upset by doing the opposite

of what I suspected they’d advise, I hid while letting my ideas take root.

But once our precious seeds sprout, it’s counterproductive to try and hide

them below the earth’s surface—it takes energy-draining shoveling and

stunts further growth (not to mention covers vibrant green leaves that 

might inspire others to plant seeds of their own).

There’s something else about our family members and/or long-standing
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friends in some cases: they remember us as crowd-pleasing dimwits who

actively solicited their advice. But as we start waking up to and trusting

our own potential to give ourselves the best advice, we stop seeking the

input of others so readily. Not asking for advice seems to simplify life at 

fi rst, but that too could start to chafe over time in the relationships with

people we formerly solicited without restraint. But chafi ng relationships

are just chafi ng relationships; they just don’t fi t anymore and require a 

little letting out at the seams—renegotiation, in less metaphorical terms.

Sometimes, chafi ng can actually be a good sign. As  we awaken and

take strides in our giant shoes—or clothes, as the case may be—we can

expect relationships that  used to fi t and feel comfortable to become a bit 

tight or  constricting. If they don’t, it can mean one of two things: the

relationships are growing with us, or we’ve simply put on an emperor’s

imaginary cloak and no growth has actually occurred. (There’s no need

for alarm, waking up isn’t synonymous with weight gain.)

My last comment on the current topic is this: Extinguish chafi ng

before it becomes persistent and rubs into combustion. By that, I mean

renegotiate. Renegotiation could include lovingly distancing yourself a 

while from constricting relationships before they burst into fl ames and

go up in smoke (potentially wounding you such that you abandon your

dreams). Don your oxygen mask fi rst, or risk suffocating as a martyr who

tried saving—or pleasing—people who can save or please themselves. We

do no one favors by trying to save or please people—we don’t concentrate

on living the lives we want, and they don’t learn self-suffi ciency because of 

our pampering. Again, breathe easy fi rst, then show others how.

 “T his is some BULLshit!” My friend—I’ll call her Pamela —was 

referring to the “must-dos” of prosperous living as we were learning

them. Pamela and I met at my former church; we independently decideda

to stop going at around the same time. Girded for a new adventure, we

were perfect travel companions on the road to fulfi llment and fat bank 
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accounts. Or so that’s where we’d end up, our “spiritual” teachers claimed,

if we did what they instructed. Where we ended up instead was in a state

of vulnerability and confusion (again, I advise stopping and sitting down

in that state) from chasing advice from too many people and trying to

implement it all. Our situations were of our own making, but it didn’t stop

us from becoming irritated by so-called “spiritual” folks dispensing their

wisdom. And what makes a person spiritual, anyway?

Allow me, if you will, to take the scenic route to my understanding of 

the word “spiritual”. I’ll start by saying that some years ago, I took a quiz

entitled, “How Spiritual Are You?” in TIME magazine. From that exercise, E

I determined that I was “highly skeptical, resistant to developing spiritual

awareness”. If you’re wondering how I recalled my results verbatim, it’s

because the quiz is readily available online and I remember feeling

depressed by the revelation that I fell into the least spiritual category 

possible. I am happy to announce that as of fifteen minutes ago, I

determined that since my fi rst taking of the quiz, I have spiritually evolved

into a “practical empiricist lacking self-transcendence”. With all the work 

I’ve done on myself these last few years, I just might borrow Pamela’s

quote cited earlier. But then again, why should any of us be concerned

with researcher-developed criteria that label us as spiritual low-lives? The

answer is a resounding “We shouldn’t!” Why not? you ask? Here’s why not:

Reason #1: Being ranked on the order of a spiritual amoeba by a 

magazine quiz doesn’t make it so. Reason #2: What really matters is that 

we feel good about life, not labels placed upon us. I will admit that I

might be enjoying a transcendent life if I were so evolved to qualify for the

quiz’ top honor: “highly spiritual, a real mystic”. At this moment in time,

though, transcendence is not a requirement for me. I am more than happy 

to be minimally evolved and achieve a pretty-darn-good life, instead.

Reason #3: We can decide what being spiritual means just as easily as

any researcher. (As evidence, refer to Reason #4.) Reason #4: Spirit is what 

animates living creatures. The fact that I am writing this sentence and that 

you are reading it means that we’re alive and, by extension, spiritual. How 

do you like them cookies, esteemed researchers?



MIMI HARMON

90

I will concede that aliveness runs a spectrum. Clearly, some folks are

more plugged into something than others, as we see from the disparity 

in people’s vivacity. What you call something—life, good vibes, God,gg

subconscious mind, physics, divine energy, Universe, etc.—is up to you;

the name isn’t important. What’s important is fi nding something, whichgg

we know we have when we feel energized and content (as in “at peace

with what is” even while dreaming about something else). But only I can

feel my energy and contentment levels, and you yours. “This is what I

did, see if it works for you,” is therefore the best I think anyone can

offer. But that’s not what Pamela and I heard from our “spiritual”

teachers. More than anything, we heard about our evil egos and limiting

subconscious beliefs, and what we had to do to quash them. But you know 

what I think? I think we give steam to whatever we fi ght, like I said before.

Why fi ght when we can adopt new beliefs and behaviors consistent with

what we want, and let the limiting ones wither from lack of attention? So

I dropped all of my teachers but the one whose message included see if 

this works for you. Still, I’m thankful for the process of picking up and

dropping “spiritual” mentors; it reminded me to choose my teachers

deliberately, and to ask better questions.

On this, I’m sure you can relate. You blank on someone’s name. “Ugh, what 

it is?” Hours later, you exclaim, “Susan!” Your subconscious supercomputer”

found an answer for you, because that’s what it does. It looks for answers

to all of the questions we ask, even the counterproductive ones. We know 

this, yet ask, “Why won’t anyone date me?” And off the subconscious

supercomputer goes, searching for something compelling to say.

I think you get my point—our answers are only as good as our

questions. How much better off would I have been asking, “How can I

date sexy men?”

On this, I’m sure you can also relate. You, or people you know,

struggle—for money, a spouse, a baby, whatever—but don’t feel any good
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once you get the object of your desire. Dumbfounded, you—or they—say,

“I thought once I [blank], I’d be happy.” I thought once I graduated from

Hopkins, I’d be happy; but I wasn’t. Graduation took years to accomplish,

and made me use a four-lettered word (that grad school taught me to use

in the fi rst place) when it didn’t yield what I wanted. And that can be the

problem with aspirations, both short- and long-term.

Aspirations are destinations we toil to reach, guessing we’ll feel good

once we arrive. But there are two problems with that: 1) We frequently 

guess wrong; getting what we aspire doesn’t make us feel good. 2) More

aspirations mean more time toiling, and toiling doesn’t feel so good,

either.

So what the heck are we supposed to do? I say this: Raise your feeling-

good batting average by putting aspirations aside; focus instead on

what you want to feel, and ask your subconscious supercomputer how to

get there. 

I tried that tactic. For the fi rst time in my life, my bills were late. I felt 

scared and worried; nothing that I guessed would make me feel better did.

So I sat down and closed my eyes. Sitting quietly I said, “I want to feel…,”

and slowly whispered words that came to mind. I continued until I found

one that felt right. I knew I had it when a tear rolled down my face. I felt 

scared and worried, but wanted to feel loved. I wanted to feel loved and

supported by life.  I asked how.

“What can I do to feel loved by life?” I waited to see what I’d feel

inspired to do. The answer was odd and made me nervous. I had a sense

to go to the aquarium. But I’m not crazy about aquariums, and the $17

discounted rate was high given my resources. But my gut said, “Go.” And

what does one see at the aquarium but giggle-inducing color combinations

on striped and speckled sea creatures? I took my fi rst breath in a long

time in that underwater world. What’s that, inner voice? I’ll feel loved by 

life if I do what? Oh no, I don’t think I can afford that. But yes, oh yes, I

could afford a trip to a Korean bathhouse. Life loved me enough for the

$25 bucks.
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The paradox is that we don’t experience what we want until we experience

a little of what we want fi rst. It’s like meeting a new friend in passing,

before starting to hang out a lot. I think it’s convenient—if not easier to

understand the effects of our behavior—to think about what we want as

if those desires were friends.

We feel depressed; our friends avoid getting dragged down, and run

to the party without us. We feel jazzy; our friends want to feel jazzy too,

and knock on our doors to be around us. 

Isn’t it easier to understand, then, why Waistline revolts when we

scoff at her? Isn’t it easier to understand why Money takes off when we’re

unappreciative (or hold her so tightly that she can’t breathe)?

While on this topic, I’d like to mention a common behavior that’s

particularly repugnant to our friend, Good Luck. The reminder to ditch

such offensiveness came from Sam’s son, Starhlyn. Now in his teens, he

used inventive word combinations as a boy.

“How did you gain access to that cheese?” for example, is a question

Starhlyn once asked my father. During a trip I made to Ohio, he used

insightful words that belied his youth. Star, as Sam called him, wore

leg braces; he was also no stranger to surgeries. His leg braces kept 

him from rough-housing with his cousins, so he sat on the sofa with a 

book. I observed him from across the room. His face was a touch long as

he fl ipped the pages; Auntie Barbara wanted to know why. He would

have liked to have been rolling on the f loor. Within nanoseconds, 
inspiration fl ashed across his face and spilled out of his mouth: “I guess
I don’t have to feel sorry for myself. I can do other things.” That moment 
cemented my vow to purge “woe is me” behavior from my life. Another
reminder in all this: learn from children. Children are quite plugged
in, as we can see from their energy and contentment levels; it’s we adults
(Aunties included) who short-circuit the poor things by teaching them

our fears and biases.



93

AWAKENING GIANT

You know that I believe in angels. But trust me, I’d freak as much as theYYstaunchest non-believer if I encountered a harp-playing, be-wingedYY
creature. I think angels are helping-hand forces—perhaps in human form
from my experience with Karl—that come to our aid if we ask.

They include our forebears who prompt us to roar, “Hell no!” when
we think about sleeping for good. These, in my mind, are angels. It might 
sound crazy to you, but I like the idea of having backup. And these days,
I don’t need to be right if I get a result I like.

“Hey, uh, hi,” I said to my living room ceiling, “I need some help.” Uh,
uh, uh…let’s admit it: the world would surely see strange things on a video
of you home alone.

“I need help fi nding a meditation CD. Oh, uh, thank you.”
Ping! The e-mail subject line read, “Meditate like a Buddhist monk.”!

The message was about CDs that induce monastery-brand brainwaves in

the absence of monastic training.

“No…way,” I whispered as my eyes darted from corner to corner, nervous

of seeing a smiling apparition saying, “Just as you asked.”
You may call it coincidence; I prefer calling it angelic help. I kept asking

for it, and kept saying “No…way” (and thank you) on getting what I asked
for.

My point is not to convince you about angels (or cause you to worry 
about me in any way). It’s to remind you to ask for help; ask an angel, a 
friend, a rock—the answer will always be no if you don’t.

My money was drying up; I needed help bringing my living expenses
down. I called realtors about putting my condos on the market. My D.C.
place sold within months. I could breathe easier, but my Atlanta property 
still had me in a chokehold.

Not that I wished to lose my Atlanta condo, but I had said to a friend,
“I am a slave to my mortgage,” and that I’d be fi ne letting my shelter go
if it meant my freedom. A little over a year later, I had evidence that I
really could speak things into existence—I was heading down the path to
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foreclosure. The power of life or death is in the tongue,5 but packing may have
facilitated the impending loss of my condo, too.

God told Abraham to leave his home without telling him where he

was going. But if he started walking, a path would be revealed and he’d

be the father of many nations. Like Abraham, I too got a nudge to go

with no clearly defi ned destination. Unlike Abraham, however, my aim

wasn’t to father many any-things. That would have been most alarmingr
(not to mention doomed for failure), but I surely welcomed birthing
creative projects somewhere. So I started packing, expectant a path would
become clear. 

I started getting ready to leave my Atlanta condo at a time when I could
pay my bills and thought I’d soon be earning money as a coach. In short,
I was getting ready for what I wanted to happen as if it already was—a 
move into a new place with Jeff. The prospect of foreclosure would have
been devastating. But penniless, about seven months after my packing
started, foreclosure wasn’t so scary. Hadn’t I had prayed for lowered liv-
ing expenses? It reminded me of praying for Sam. His diabetes wasn’t 
life-threatening as far as I knew; his fi nding relief by death had never
crossed my mind.

Similarly, I hadn’t thought about foreclosure as relief from high
expenses, but it certainly would get the job done. Once I calmed down,
I saw a blessing every way I looked at letting my Atlanta condo—shackle,
more precisely— go. For years, I had wanted to move into a new place with
Jeff, but couldn’t sell. For years, I had wanted more experiences like the
ones my parents had given me, but had  two mortgages and a Benz that 
required expensive repairs. In putting aside how things were happening,
I could see  getting what I wanted. I could also see my story getting  moret

Job-like by the day, but even blessed people stress out at times.

I was backtracking on the health gains I’d made after leaving my job; that 

5  Proverbs 18:21
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didn’t surprise me—my emotions were all over the place.

Wisdom suggests that feeling better comes from the outside in—taking

drugs, eating certain things etc. I think the opposite is what leads to

feeling good—going inside to listen to our guts, then taking outward

action (which may include taking drugs).

For years, I did things starting from the outside—eating healthy foods,

getting enough sleep and exercising almost daily. Yet for years, my health

declined even while my behaviors improved.

As I’ve heard it said, we catch ailments, not health. Health is our

natural state until something disrupts it. From that stance, doesn’t it make

sense to let go of disruptions as the fastest way to recover vitality?

Health can come eating chocolate muffi ns if we feel good about what 

we’re doing. But that’s not true for most of us.

Instead we keep ourselves asleep by resisting our longings, thereby 

disrupting our health. Actually, now’s a good time to explain why I

abandoned nutrition coaching. Whenever I studied, I felt anxious about 

foods that most of us eat and that I’m not ready to call “bad”. I wanted no

role in spreading anxiety about them because food is just a small part of 

creating health and wellbeing, from my perspective.

At the height of my food sensitivities, I was scared to eat, like I said

earlier. I ate anxiously and got the results that I expected—a bad reaction.

Jeff recognized what was going on, too. I made up my mind that I could

eat without such dire consequences. As I started to believe it more and

more, I more and more tolerated foods that used to make me very sick—

even chocolate muffi ns.

Mine was an extreme case, but have you ever eaten French fries feeling

guilty and wound up nauseated? Putting food into our mouths, some of 

us say, “I know this is bad for me.” How can that statement help us?

My experience convinced me that it’s our emotional state, that is how 

we feel about eating—or doing anything—that really matters. I can’t l

believe that George Burns lived to 100 feeling anxious that his cigars were

killing him. I believe that laughter elevated his emotional state right into

advanced age (which is why I also believe that comedians can be good for
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our health). I’ll go farther on the limb and suggest that we mostly benefi t 

from “healthy behaviors” because we feel good about doing them. We may d

not say we enjoy exercise, but wey feel good about it in our bones. d

Don’t take my arguments as permission to pig out on junk and not 

move your body, though—it takes a highly plugged-in person to pull that 

off; someone, I’d imagine, who is “highly spiritual, a real mystic”. So eat 

your vegetables and other foods that make you feel good. Also speak up if 

a doctor gives you antibiotics you feel wary about. Finally, say nice things

about chocolate muffi ns if you hope to enjoy more in the future. But more

importantly, say nice things about yourself.

The Bible says, “Pray without ceasing.”6 I wonder why it doesn’t say, “Do you 

know that you pray without ceasing?” Everything that we say—in emotion-

fi lled speech, written word or thought—is a prayer, and the most powerful

one about who we are starts with the words “I am”. I know the truth of what 

I say because I am now rebounding from  slavery to my mortgage. In the m

midst of that, I am much more attentive to what I say m I am lest m I shall be (or e

experience) something I do not want. (But remember, life obeys the laws

of physics: for every action—or diffi cult situation—the equal and opposite

occurs. In other words, we can talk ourselves into what we do want just as o

easily as what we don’t.)

I teased that Pea Sing—translation, “Pretty Thing”—was a nickname gg

retired when my mother last called me by it. But if they liked, Tracey 

and her husband, Cliff, could call their daughter, Naomi, “Sweet Pea”.

Tracey settled on variations of that theme.
Sweetie Peezie or Sweeta Peeza, depending on the day, was a beautiful

6  1 Thessalonians 5:17
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baby. Even now, I look at her picture when I need a hug from her puckered

little lips, her arms and hands segmented by rolls of fat. Take note,

however, that Naomi’s fat didn’t stick around for long.

Pound per volume, I’m confi dent a watermelon had her beat, though

Naomi prevailed over the fruit when all was said and done. She dispensed

of a watermelon wedge larger than both her thighs combined, employing

a cartoon-character-like chomping technique, seemingly without 

swallowing.

Baked goods needed also to take refuge in her presence. “Happy!

Happy! Happy!” It was Valentine’s Day; Carmen’s chocolate volcano cake

had inspired Naomi’s outburst, along with her joy of visiting with family.

Stunned as much as amused, I hadn’t realized she could talk.

I never imagined that Naomi would go before I did, but her tumor

had returned aggressively. When it fi rst appeared, she was only four

years old. Her doctors weren’t convinced she’d overcome it; she endured

treatment—a staggering load of surgery, chemotherapy and radiation—

at a time when she continued going to school. And she overcame. She

overcame for three years. When the tumor reappeared, my family huddled

in her hospital room.

The nurse was sorry, but Naomi would have to wait another day to eat.

Her strong, pixie-like voice defi ed what she was experiencing. “Well,” she

said, as I imagined a sassy hand on her sassy hip, “I’m gonna get fried

calamari when I can.”
In some ways, Naomi reminded me of myself at her age. I was more brat 

than diva, but we shared a passion for purple and unapologetic fashion. It 
was a common theme at her memorial service, along with her intelligence
beyond  her years, discernment in building and maintaining relationships
and attentiveness to injustices—all people should have food and a place
to sleep—that continued to the end of her young life.

Except for her closest friends, the children at Naomi’s service didn’t 
seem to understand what had happened. But the adults did. I know each
of them left with a crack in their outer shells that let light in: Growing old 
is a privilege; be happy! happy! happy! at the opportunity.
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When I started packing boxes in my Atlanta home, I thought I’dWWbirth projects on the other side of town. But as the plan unfolded,WW
it became clear that I’d be leaving Georgia. It was about the right time
for my wanderlust to kick in, anyway—I’d been in the same city for
seven years.

Phoenix looked hot—how’s that for an unintentional pun?—but my 
focus shifted quickly to New Mexico. I can’t say the place had attracted
me before, but years of metropolitan nature made big, open sky attractive.
Jeff was on board for the move.

How I’d make a living was hazy, but I could make peace with fi nding a 

job so long as I also made time for creative endeavors. I applied for a gig 
in Albuquerque and passed the fi rst interview. My second was with the
project’s director and his deputy.

With celestial help—Karl perhaps?—I bombed. But the only damage
was a little embarrassment. Actually, there was no damage; I got saved in
the nick of time. I doubt you’d be reading this book had the interview 
worked out. I’d be writing something else—grants to the tune of a million
bucks. I shudder at the thought. 

Let’s talk about vampires for a moment. Settle down, settle down; I
believe in angels, not fangs. But I do believe in energy vampires that 

suck our lives dry if we don’t slay them (read “slay” as “do something
about”—you know how I feel about fi ghting). If getting your blood sucked
isn’t motivation enough, vampires scare inspiration away. They manifest 
in the form of whatever drains our energy—as you might guess from
the name—from disorganization or broken things around the house, to
larger stuff like doing the opposite of what we know to be the best course
of action.

Knowing all that stillt  didn’t stop me from taking people’s advice about l
keeping my Atlanta condo on the market, despite my feelings to the
contrary. It was best to keep my options open, they said. But too many 
options can drain the blood; it took months for me to pull the plug on

hiding in the stairwell so that strangers could enter my house and gawk 
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(that’s what it felt like to me and Jeff, anyway).

Based on my selling price, I was practically giving my property away.

But in Atlanta, where inexpensive real estate abounds, my low, low price

still couldn’t attract any bites. I could give you many logical reasons why 

I ended the effort to sell my abode, but the most compelling reason is

this: every fi ber in my body screamed for me to do it. With that vampire

slain, my color returned and I got an inspiration—I’d stop the scary and

depressing process of looking for jobs (that were as good as slavery in my 

mind) and write a book (this one).

Right on cue, a friend called the next morning and asked if I was

writing anything. I took it as a sign that I heard my guidance right and got 

started. And feeling good about writing helped me face another vampire

in my life.

Seeing as I believe our emotional states let us know if we have a red or

green light to move forward, you may not be surprised to hear that I

don’t advocate the advice to “feel the fear, but do it anyway”. There

are good reasons for fear; fear can save our lives. Fear keeps us—non

daredevils, anyway—from walking outside in a coup attempt or other

perilous situations. But I understand the basis of the advice to act in the

face of fear: fear can keep us stuck when our lives are not threatened.

If you feel scared and can’t move (assuming no impending danger), it’s

because you’re imagining a dreadful outcome to whatever action you’re

contemplating. But ask yourself: what’s the likelihood that outcome will

come to pass? And if it does, will it cause you to spend the rest of your

life in  bed? Chances are, probably not. I think we have more steel in us

than we give ourselves credit for and the situations we predict will be too

hard to handle, won’t be. Each and every person in the world—including

you—has been batted around before, and we’re overwhelmingly no worse

for the wear. Meditate on how you’ve prevailed in the past and see if your

fear morphs into something that feels less paralyzing, like discomfort.
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“Feel the discomfort, but do it anyway,” I endorse. Discomfort is a 

signal that good wants to see the light of day. Discomfort, unlike fear, feels

calm enough for us to see favorable outcomes to what we want to do, but 

also nervous until we confi rm all has gone well.

To sum up, my advice on acting in the face of fear is  one word: wait.

Doing something before you can imagine a good outcome may not 

yield the best results (remember my bad reactions to food?). Give

yourself the compassion that you’d give a child: you wouldn’t make a 

ten-year-old do a  swan dive from a high platform or push her to do

anything else she fi nds petrifying. So give yourself a pass on fear-inducing

tasks, too. Instead, trust that your timing is perfect. You can refute that,

beat yourself up for not getting it together and stay stuck as a result of 

fi ghting what you think shouldn’t be, or agree and use your imagination

to  see favorable outcomes and other opportunities to act.

For the longest time, I confused outgrowing a relationship with outgrowing

a person. So every time I got the whisper that my relationship with Jeff was

too small, I became overwhelmed by the fear of letting him go; I imagined

the worst and didn’t do anything. But changed behavior is the only thing y

that can change our situations for the better.

Years before we met, I had listed what I wanted in a mate. My desired

qualifi cations included superior interpersonal kindness, ever-improving

communication skills, and a high profi ciency in hand holding, hugs and

kisses; pack rats need not apply. In Jeff, I found the perfect candidate in

those ways and so many more. But damn if I forgot to include a seven-

fi gure bank account and eagerness for giving massages on my list. I’m

joking…but I’m also not.

I fi rmly believe that we can get what we want—in this lifetime—if 

we can imagine it. But if we don’t revise our visions as we age and grow,

we’d be living imperfect toddler dreams, right? So imperfection can serve

us. Imperfection can help us see what we want more clearly if we don’t 
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get mad at it.

The imperfection in my relationship with Jeff opened my eyes to

a new and improved version of what I want—and I’m sure the same

happened for him. The questions now are whether we will be able to

change our behaviors to create a new and improved version of our

relationship together, and whether it’s in our best interest to try. I cannot 

defi nitively answer those questions, but my feeling is “yes” to both. What 

I can confi dently say based on our history, is that we can’t renegotiate andn

change our relationship under the same circumstances we’ve tried before.

Also, if clinging too long to imperfect jobs has taught me anything, it’s

that change is easiest when there’s forward—not downward or backward—

momentum. A trapeze artist would never let go on the downswing. She

waits for the upswing to release and grab hold of the next bar that propels

her forward. Jeff and I still have forward momentum, but we won’t soar if 

we don’t release what we’re holding before heading south.

Idon’t discourage long-term planning, but I do encourage holding

plans loosely and letting opportunities show up. That may sound like

wandering in the dark, but must we see the entire journey from the start?

Like driving cross-country, we see only the road that we’re traveling, and

trust that we’ll arrive on the other side despite detours.

It’s probably better not to see the whole road. If we did, the twists and

turns might scare us, and we’d never take a step forward. At the beginning

of last year, had I looked down the road and seen losing my money, car and

condos, I’d have run in the opposite direction. Had I seen moving outside

of Georgia, I’d have become stuck on when, where and how? Had I seen

writing this particular book, I’d have become fearful of people judging

me. But now all that’s been trumped, because it’s more important that I

do what feels good to me.

A few years ago, the demons that made me question baristas and

bouncers returned. They prompted me to question a painting. I was
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curling my upper lip thinking I could do that, when a question followed in

quick succession: You could do that, but have you?d

Ah, yes, if I had a dollar for everything I—or any of us—could do….d

Anyone capable of cognition has an idea and could do something. Thed

question isn’t about our potential or ability, it’s this: Are we waking up

and doing what  feels good to do? Sadly, we do far less than we’re able to.

Here’s why:

We say “I am…” and fi ll in the blanks with something small. We say 

“I can’t…” and believe the excuses that follow. We ask “Why won’t?” and

our minds fi nd compelling answers. I know. I used to say those things.

Sometimes I still do. But now I also say other things.

From the mouth of a former crowd-pleaser: Live your life; your family and 

friends can renegotiate.

From the mouth of a former dimwit: See yourself differently and rise to 

the top.

From the mouth of a former singleton: Ask questions with answers you’re 

interested in hearing.

From the mouth of a former scientist: Do what you enjoy; you pay the world 

a service when you do.

From the mouth of a former elitist: Look at a person’s nature—a job does 

not reveal it.

From the mouth of a former fi ghter: Breathe life into your own agendas.

From the mouth of a former slave: Choose freedom and drop your shackles.

From the mouth of a former over-thinker: Follow your feelings to decisions; 

contemplate the details.

You have everything you need to live any life you can imagine, start-

ing now; wake up and convince yourself of it. Why stop yourself short by 

believing anything less? Your belief is nothing more than a thought you’ve

had repeatedly. Think a different thought and believe in your potential

to create what you want, even if you doubt at this moment that it’s right.

Decide what’s more important: being right or feeling good; caring about 

people’s opinions or living the life you want; playing a suffocating martyr

or breathing easy.
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Wake up today—life can change as fast as your mind—and fi nd your

stride. There’s no need to fl y the trapeze; walking—wandering, even—

is a fi ne way to start and can take you in a new direction. Don’t worry 

about the way; there are many right paths to meander along. Your feelings

will keep you on track if you heed them. And when you fi nd yourself in

unfamiliar territory (because that will inevitably happen when you move

forward), know that navigating new terrain makes your roots grow deeper.

Remember: you can only go as high as your roots go deep.

I’m telling you this for your happiness…and, a bit selfi shly, for mine.

When we pay attention to living our own lives and doing the things we

enjoy, we have no time to get in people’s way. We have no time to constrain

them with requirements or fi ll their lives with our less-than-encouraging

opinions. We have no time to put them on the hook to save—or please—

us and help us breathe. Take responsibility for your own salvation and

easy breathing—that power is yours. Yes, people will criticize and/or try to

overpower you, but it is yours—yours alone—to decide the effect of their

infl uence. That means dropping your grudges, blame, anger or resent-

ment. Drop it all, not for other people, but for yourself. Resentful people

are shackled people, and shackled people stay stuck. There’s no excuse for

staying stuck. People got unstuck from slavery and attempts at genocide

perpetrated against them because they set their minds to it. You can do

that much, too.

If you’re getting a touch angry, I’m sorry. What’s said is said. What’s

also been said is this: The truth will set you free. But fi rst, it will piss you off.7

But I don’t want to end on a note like that, so let me say something else.

From the mouth of a budding author: Life is about relationships; treat 

everything like the people you love.

When it comes to the people you love, let me offer my parent’s wisdom

after 57 years of marriage: Enjoy each other; believe nothing you hear [about 

them] and only half of what you see [them do].

7  Gloria Steinem.
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Iwas happy to hear that my neighbors were moving to the slower pace

of North Georgia; it was a sign that I was getting closer to the slower-

paced living I wanted for myself. We get what we want faster, I think, by 

celebrating other people’s successes—especially if their successes are what 

we want. 

Weeks after my neighbors left, the location of my new home became

clear. I’ll be moving back to South Carolina to live with Catherine and

her family, three days before my condo goes to auction. Catherine and

Anthony have two daughters now, Avah and Olivia, and we’re in for some

fun. I’m planning on symbiosis at its fi nest, but won’t do any cavorting

this time.

As for a more permanent home, I’m getting the feeling it will be in

Asheville, North Carolina, but who knows? I’ll just keep walking forward

and trust that I’m going in  a right direction for as long as I’m eager to

get out of bed  and have something to do that feels good. For now, that 

something is writing. It’s the fi rst time in my life that I’ve ever enjoyed

my “work”. But let me hasten to add that every job experience that I’ve

had—nay, every experience, especially the diffi cult ones—has given me a 

tool I used  to get to get to this better-feeling place in my life.

As for changing the world and landing on TIME, great if it happens. 

Nowadays, I see greatness in writing my own cover story and reminding

people they can do the same, if they’d just decide to put pen to paper.

Job was a biblical dude who lost e-v-e-r-y-thing. He lost his money, his

house, and his babies inside it. On second thought, I’ve decided to

change “lost” to yielded. “Lost” implies that Job’s life was diminished by 

his experience, but our experiences serve only to serve us. Job didn’t lose

a thing; he simply yielded what he had. Yielding is a temporary handing

over, an opportunity to let things go and be deliberate about what comes

in the next time. Job yielded and was blessed with much more than he

released. I claimed his story as my story; it is time to do what he did. I

yielded my money and house, and now my “Baby” inside it.



105

AWAKENING GIANT

Jeff and I are handing over our relationship to be apart for a while.

The timing is perfect—we’re leaving when we want to stay. The break will

give us a chance to hone in on what we really want—individually and as a 

couple—and what we’ll do differently to get those things. Time will only 

tell what blessings will come as a result. Stay tuned for details on our stride

and prospering.
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