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DEDICATION

Being human always points, and is directed,  
to something or someone, other than oneself,

be it a meaning to fulfill or another human being to encounter.
Viktor E. Frankl

This book was written during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
call for justice, specifically after the killing of George Floyd. It was 
a time when the nation found itself under siege from two viruses—
one biological and the other systemic.

This book is dedicated to the proposition that systemic racism 
lies within the hearts, minds, and beliefs of people; rooting it out 
requires self-reflection and change from within.

It is dedicated to all those who understand the infinite worth 
and value of being human; to all those who willingly activate per-
sonal accountability and responsibility in connection to themselves 
and others; to all those who willingly take a stand against racism and 
inequity by first looking within to examine their own heart, mind, 
and beliefs.

It is dedicated to those who choose to live the Biblical definition 
of justice—that is, to promote freedom with an emphasis on ac-
countability, responsibility, equality, and equity in personal, social, 
and work domains.

It is dedicated to my grandsons, Zane and Cairo, whose lives I 
pray will be free from the need to protest for their right to exist as 
humans in Black skin, and whose dreams will not be systematically 
broken or deferred.





PREFACE

What Am I?
I can be cut, yet I’m not a vegetable

I’m found on a baseball field, yet I’m not grass
I’m found in a ring, yet I’m not a boxer

I’m in a deck of cards, yet I’m not a joker.
I’m a suit, yet I’m not an item of clothing.

I start with a riddle because life is like that for me: statements, 
questions, and phrases with veiled meanings put forth as puzzles. 
There are many puzzles to be solved, but let’s start with something 
basic, like, why are you on this planet? In a Harvard Business Re-
view article, “How Will You Measure Your Life?” by Clayton M. 
Christensen, Kim B. Clark Professor of Business Administration at 
Harvard Business School, the author describes spending an hour 
every night reading, thinking, and praying about why God put him 
on the planet. 

My own quest for understanding why I am on the planet in-
volved dissecting my life in hindsight over the course of decades. 
I went from being broken in childhood to being whole in adult-
hood by passing through discreet seasons of my life. In fact, my 
autobiography, I Wanna See Laney’s House: A Sibling Story, has five 
chapters, each representing one of those discreet seasons—little girl, 
awakening adolescent, nurturing young adult, evolution of a grown 



woman, and yearnings of a liberated women. Every single season 
presented its own brand of riddles to be solved. The keys to solving 
the riddles of my life have been nurturing, growing, and empower-
ing myself from the inside out.

This memoir is presented through the lens of life coaching, built 
on a foundation of appreciation, strengths-based development, and 
cultivating change. Professionals, leaders, aspiring and emerging en-
trepreneurs, solopreneurs, business owners, authors, and women in 
particular are challenged to know themselves, not just horizontal-
ly by naming facts, qualifications, and résumé-defined experiences 
related to what they can do, but rather by including the wisdom 
that develops when vertically digging deep into their inner self to 
understand who they are (insight), how they came to be (hindsight), 
who they are becoming (foresight), and how they connect to others. 

One of the biggest life lessons I have learned along the way is 
how important it is to know yourself to grow yourself. In essence, 
readers will learn to nurture, grow, and empower their lives by culti-
vating change, activating personal accountability and responsibility, 
and unleashing their human potential not just for themselves but as 
their gift to the world and to God.



PA R T  I
DAILY GROWTH



Let your roots grow down into him, and let your lives be built 
on him. Th en your faith will grow strong in the truth you 

were taught, and you will overfl ow with thankfulness. 

—Colossians 2:7 NLT
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C H A P T E R  1 

YOU HAVE TO KNOW YOURSELF TO GROW YOURSELF

I have always been a fan of novels and old movies. From my own 
childhood to the childhood of my kids to my current status as a 
grandmother, movies especially have played a crucial role in my 
growth and personal development by teaching me to filter out 
things in life that do not represent who I believe I am supposed to 
be as a human being. Teaching moments often lie in how the power 
of being human is portrayed in a film. 

In my youth I would often imagine who I would be if I were a 
character in a story, especially a dystopian one. For example, in the 
1966 British film, Fahrenheit 451, based on Ray Bradbury’s novel 
of the same name, I am convinced that I would be one of the book 
people, residents of a readers’ colony outside the city, way past the 
river, where whole books are committed to memory for the sake 
of preserving literature as a part of the human experience. I would 
be there waiting for the day when a cultureless society would turn 
back to appreciate literature and I could help repair the broken-
ness. Or perhaps I would be the protagonist, Winston, in George 
Orwell’s 1984, who intuitively knows that something is dreadfully 
wrong in society. One of the things I admire most is how Winston 
devises a way to secretly write his thoughts in a diary, an action that 
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is not only risky but downright rebellious. Then he enters into a 
relationship with Julia, another one with a rebellious spirit. These 
rebellious acts signify gestures of resistance to a system that utilizes 
the Thought Police, brainwashing, and drugs to suppress the mind, 
body, and spirit of its citizens. In the end he is caught, tortured, and 
forced to deny his love for Julia, proclaiming instead his love for Big 
Brother. Ultimately Winston dies a broken man. 

Dystopian control systems are eloquently summed up in two 
sentences spoken by Strelnikov, a character in the film based on Bo-
ris Pasternak’s novel, Dr. Zhivago. “The personal life is dead… The 
private life is dead.” I would add that the cultural life is also dead 
in dystopian control systems. I have seen Dr. Zhivago many, many 
times, yet it wasn’t until December 2019 that I saw and heard some 
things in that movie for the first time—I really heard Strelnikov’s 
statement for the first time. It seems I had shifted from simply 
watching it for the sake of entertainment to seeing its now glaring 
dystopian characteristics—propaganda, restrictions on independent 
thought and freedom, dehumanization, conformity, destruction of 
culture, and fear. 

What is most interesting about Pasternak’s story is that it is 
seemingly autobiographical. Both he and the Zhivago character are 
writers whose works had been banned because of a central message 
that challenged the morality and ethics of sacrificing individuals 
to the political, economic, and social systems of their homeland. I 
would say that central message is this:  Every person is entitled to a 
personal life, a private life, irrespective of political affiliation. Paster-
nak’s book was eventually smuggled out of his home country and 
printed elsewhere, ultimately making its way around the world.

My own life has been generationally impacted by the dystopi-
an control system of enslavement, with its institutionalized racism, 
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oppression, dehumanization, and miseducation, which still plagues 
my home country today. (Though, I know for certain there are 
those who consider enslavement to be the foundation for a utopian 
system, much like the residents of Omelas, whose comfortable exist-
ence was built on the abominable suffering of a child.) 

Let me take you back to the spring of 1971, when  I left Home-
stead Junior High for summer break, then in the fall entered Steel 
Valley Intermediate School, the first class under a forced merger 
(read that forced integration). I entered a new school year, as a ninth 
grader. Shortly after arrival, I stood outside of my new school one 
particular day, in a large open field, in the presence of police cars 
with flashing lights and emergency vehicles. Bomb threats had been 
called into the school, and the entire school body evacuated, all be-
cause people like me were in the building—Black students who sup-
posedly were beneath the privilege of being in the classroom with 
White students, Black students being redefined by an environment 
that we were forced into as a result of a school merger. It was the first 
time I personally felt hated as a melanized human being.

Yet I realized something even more profound that day. In that 
span of three months between changing schools, nothing about me 
had changed. I was essentially the same teen I was before going to 
Steel Valley Intermediate. I repeat—there was nothing about me that 
had changed. 

It was the environment that changed; it was the people around 
me who changed. Standing there in that field was my Sankofa mo-
ment. Unlike my ancestors I didn’t traverse the Middle Passage of 
enslavement to get there; yet I found myself in the same environ-
ment determined to rob me of my true identity and my humanity. 
Unlike my ancestors, I wasn’t greeted with whips and chains; yet the 
intention of the people to bring me under subjection was the same. 
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I was simply expected to fall into my place at the back of the line. 
All of this meant I had a choice to make—either let this environ-
ment, these people, and back-of-the-line expectations turn me into 
a powerless, unrecognizable version of myself, or be like Harriet and 
resist. 

That was a moment of raised consciousness for me, though at 
the time I didn’t recognize it as such. In that Sankofa moment I 
realized that I did not have to allow myself to be (re)defined by an-
yone outside of myself, to fit someone else’s definition of who they 
thought I should, could, or would be; that my sense of identity as a 
human being must and should be cultivated from inside of me, then 
outward into the world. 

At the same time, however, I had a lot to overcome to be-
come the whole person I am today. Over the years, I fought to be 
loosed from a brokenness rooted in childhood trauma, guilt, and 
grief, manifested later as depression, thoughts of suicide, and active 
self-injury. Yet here I am decades later, redesigned as a child of God, 
a follower of Jesus, and a change cultivator guided by the Holy Spir-
it, as one who sees freedom as liberation from fear. 

Along the way I’ve also discovered that the things I abhor most 
in life are racism, hatred, violence, and fear, all inextricably linked 
to the very reason I stood outside of my school that day in 1971.




