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PRAISE FOR STRONG IN THE BROKEN PLACES

“Quentin Vennie rose up against all odds and everyone’s expectations, including his own. In a standoff with his inner demons, he chose a path outside of his current reality and found himself a completely new existence, aligned with his deepest desires to rise. Quentin’s raw sharing of his incredible story inspires us to make the changes today we want to see in our lives.”

–TARA STILES, founder of Strala Yoga

“Quentin is a true phoenix. His wrenching story documents a broken man who has been burned in so many ways, yet has refused to be held down. His determined fight to rise from the ashes and be born again is guaranteed to inspire and ignite inspiration in anyone who reads it.”

–Kathryn Budig, author of The Women’s Health Big Book of Yoga and Aim True
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TO MY MOM, CHRIS, AND JAYDEN—

I HOPE I’M MAKING YOU PROUD.
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INTRODUCTION

The book you are now holding in your hands is something of a miracle. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that it’s a miracle I’m alive to write it. Considering where I was not that long ago, the fact that I’m still here—and able to tell my story—feels like a miracle to me.

Strong in the Broken Places is not a typical wellness book because I didn’t live a typical wellness life. I grew up in a world where certain things were valued and others weren’t, where we had access to things like liquor stores, fast food, and minimum wage jobs but were excluded from the things we really needed, like quality healthcare, financial literacy, and first-rate educations. When I faced problems, I solved them in the way I was taught: Suck it up. Stay strong. Fight back. Pain was something everyone had to deal with but no one ever talked about; you gritted your teeth and pushed through it. That’s just how it was.

And it seemed to work for a long time. Until it didn’t.

I stumbled across the wellness world at a moment of deep desperation. I was addicted to prescription medication and was drinking too much. I was depressed, with no faith that I could break the downward spiral I was trapped in. It was a completely random turn of events that put yoga, meditation, and juicing in my path, but it is no exaggeration to say that they saved my life.

Out of desperation, I reached for something that could lift me up and give me the strength to be a new person. This is the story of what I found and how it impacted my life in a sudden and powerful way. This book doesn’t offer a traditional path to healing or wellness because that’s not the one I took—I had to create my own.

As a black man raised in an impoverished neighborhood by a single mother, I was not exposed to even the most basic forms of health and wellness. For me and my mother, survival had a decidedly different connotation. For many people who grew up like I did, wellness is viewed as a luxury—something to maybe embark upon once the bills were paid or during a free Saturday, if they had one. But that’s not true at all; it was my commitment to being a healthy person—inside and out—that brought me back from the brink.

The sad fact is that communities like the one I grew up in could benefit the most from having exposure to the power of wellness, whether through diet, exercise, yoga, or meditation. Growing up in my community, wellness was not a thing I saw in my neighborhood. It was not instilled in me by my parents, and it wasn’t encouraged by my peers. It wasn’t on any of our radars.

Wellness tools of all kinds are seldom available in the communities that need it most. My goal is to shed light on how society neglects the people and communities that need wellness initiatives, while providing them with something they were never given—not just access, but a reflection of themselves: someone just like them who went through it. I had to take charge on my own, discover the tools for myself, and apply them to my life without any sense of where I was going or whether I’d make it.

I’m a person of faith, and I don’t hesitate to say that it was divine intervention that saved me, delivering these tools when I needed them to keep myself breathing. My mission is now in spreading that healing power, working to bring yoga, meditation, and other wellness tools to underserved communities. The forgotten neighborhoods and populations need it more than anyone, yet they are the ones who have the least access. I’m trying to do my part to change that.

There are some fantastic books out there for readers looking to embark on the journey of wellness, but there are virtually no books that approach health and healing from a perspective like mine. I know because I looked for them when I needed them the most.

I’m hoping to fill that gap. To tell the story of healing from a perspective of an outsider who had the need, but didn’t see the way out. Not until right before the train was about to hit me.

Though I hope my story can offer some inspiration or assistance, this book is not a guide. It is my personal story. I can only hope that its very existence is a thing of value.



PART I

CHILD’S POSE
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Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

PROVERBS 22:6



Child’s pose is a restful pose. It’s often used in the beginning or middle of asana, the physical practice of yoga. Considered a foundation pose, it helps to establish a conscious awareness of the breath, as well as movement from the core. It helps to cultivate the patience needed to surrender to the idea of nothingness while broadening awareness of the world around you.


CHAPTER

1

RESIDUE

I am 10 years old and something has woken me up.

I’m in bed at my grandparents’ house in West Baltimore, staring at the ceiling fan. It’s whirring and humming in the morning din. The child in me wants to jump up and start yelling into it, get that muffled robotic drone going.

The clock radio is a red 5:05. I sense the reason I’m awake before I actually hear it. Noise is leaking in from downstairs. Muted objects shifting around the linoleum floor, voices rising and falling. Nothing concrete enough to make out, but something is clearly going on.

It’s the story of my young life: reality intruding on my inner world, demanding an audience, while I try to block it out.

I peer over in bed and notice Uncle Jason is gone. This is his room, his bed. Jason is only 2 years older than me, more like a brother to me than to my father. Pop has been a ghost these days; I haven’t seen him for weeks—maybe months—and the last time was for about 30 seconds.

My eyes drift outside, past the paint-chipped window frame, out to the green roof of St. Ambrose Church. I replay my latest moves on the church’s basketball court, how I blew by that scrawny kid, breaking his ankles with my crossover. I’ve never been tall—I’ll never be tall, they say—but I’m quicker than everyone else.

Grandma’s house has always been a safe place, but it’s an island in the middle of one of America’s most dangerous cities. The noise could be an intruder, some junkie scouring for a few bucks. Or someone’s broken in through the back door to grab the television. Maybe he’s tossing things, taking any valuable he can find. Jason could be scuffling with him in the living room, and the guy could be going for his gun. The noise settles and then drops.

It’s quiet again.

People call me Juice. My grandmother says it’s because as a baby, I had juicy lips from drooling all the time. But my name is Quentin, which I hate.

My mom and I live in the Baltimore suburbs—what everyone calls “the county”—but I spend just about every weekend, summer, and break here at my father’s parents’ house in Park Heights. I love the comforting routine here, waking up to breakfast with my grandmother and uncle.

“Juice, you want one piece of fried bologna or two?” my grandmother would ask.

“Two,” I’d say. Fried bologna’s my favorite, so I’m always trying to score some extra.

“Eggs and scrapple too, right?”

“Yes, please.”

“Hand me that loaf of bread in there,” she’d say, head jutting to the old breadbox. Then she’d give me a cup of coffee. “And take this upstairs to your grandfather before he has a fit.” That was every Saturday morning.

Except this one.

A voice pushes up through the floor, like a jolt. I don’t know what’s happening downstairs and I’m too afraid to find out. I just want to go back to sleep: where I feel safest, where nothing is real, where I can be whomever I want.

I close my eyes, but my mind doesn’t rest. Something’s whispering, nudging me to find out what’s happening downstairs. I’m after answers.

I open my eyes again, or maybe they open on their own.

The noise downstairs lifts—furniture shifting, bursts of yelling, but I don’t move. I stick my finger into the hole in the lining of the comforter, see how far it can go. I look outside and watch the clouds float lazily behind the church. This is my defense: Separate yourself. It’s how I once stayed protected from my parents’ fighting; now I do it all the time, avoiding loud noises and crowded places. I like it all stripped bare, down to the basics. No surprises that way.

I’ve seen enough of this neighborhood, out with Pop on the streets near addicts lining up to get their fix. People sleeping wherever, snorting or shooting whatever, willing to do whatever to make it through the day. Bad shit building up like a dam that could burst at any second. Spill right into Grandma’s house.

I’m scared, but I have a growing sense of duty, especially to my family.

I throw the covers off and dart out of bed, hoping the momentum will bring courage. I take the stairs two at a time—trying to outrun my anxiety—and smack right into the arm of my grandmother’s emerald green sofa, wrapped in thick plastic. I get up and trip over the rug runner that stretches from the front door to the dining room. I gather myself again and run toward the noise—through the empty dining room, the narrow kitchen, and down the wooden stairs to the basement.

I run around my grandfather’s pool table, past his poster of sex positions on the wall, all the way to the bar in the back. At the far wall I see Uncle Jason kneeling down in front of the pullout bed. Just seeing him makes me relax. I exhale. There are no strangers around; no one is struggling, no one is fighting. Everything is frozen still when I walk in, like a painting. Just Jason. And my grandmother in the back room by the washing machine, gone quiet for a moment.

Jason is holding a small mirror with a powdered residue smeared across it. I’m not sure what it is, but I know it’s not baby powder.

“Yo, what’s that?” I ask him, still out of breath. “What’s going on?”

Jason looks up. He’s never been one to sugarcoat things for me. “Puddin’ gone off that dope, yo.”

Puddin’ is my father’s childhood nickname, though I call him Pop. “Gone off” means hooked. Dope is heroin.

My father had spread drugs on the mirror, using the hard surface to separate the powder into lines, making sure he didn’t waste any and making it easier to sniff. The powder is the residue of the heroin he had snorted—a few hours earlier, right below all of us.
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That discovery was the dividing line of my childhood. It was like a screeching halt and then a sharp right turn. And that morning felt like one long skid out. Even with my habit of disappearing inside myself, I couldn’t ignore the truth anymore: My father was a drug addict. For a long time my family wanted to protect me from it, afraid of what I would think of him if I knew.

“I can’t believe he did this shit in my house!” my grandmother was yelling from the back of the basement. “In my house! Doing this shit in my house!”

Grandma, Pop’s mother, looked out for my father the most. She fed him, housed him, gave him money; everything his life was built on had come from her. But Granddad knew what being a drug addict meant. “They’re thieves,” he had said. “Do whatever it takes to get that hit. Only a matter of time before he steals from us.” But my grandmother was not willing to turn her back on her son.

“I can’t believe he’d go and do this shit in my house,” she was saying. “I can’t fucking believe him!”

“What do we do?” Jason asked, seemingly to me.

“—in my house!” Grandma’s voice was rising again, swirling on repeat.

“I didn’t even know he was here last night,” Jason continued.

My heart dropped. “Wait, last night? He was here last night?” I said.

“Yeah, Mommy let him in,” Jason said.

I was more in shock that my father had just been there—and that I didn’t know about it—than about what he had left behind.

It cut right through me. My 10-year-old brain went into overdrive while the family around me collapsed. My father, whom I rarely saw, had snuck into the house where I was sleeping to get his fix and then vanished with the morning light. I felt like the residue, left over and forgotten.

Jason got up off of the one knee. “I knew something was up,” he said, “but I ain’t know he was gone like that. Ain’t no coming back now.” Jason was barely 12 years old, but had already seen more than people twice his age. He seemed grown to me, practically a man. I took his words as gospel. Ain’t no coming back now.

Jason told me that Pop had called my grandmother and said he needed a place to sleep for the night. Grandma said he could stay in the basement—he’d be on the street otherwise—but he had to be gone in the morning before my grandfather woke up.

For years, all the signs of my father’s addiction were there: He was too skinny, never kept promises, had trouble with the cops, couldn’t hold a job, always asked for money. An addict. Just the word itself was too heavy to say. I didn’t want to admit it to myself. What kid would?

Earlier that year, my father had been arrested, the first of what would become a pattern of events over the next few years. My mother explained to me that he had a few “issues” that he needed to work out, and that jail would help him. His world had been slowly killing him, and some time away would do him good. I didn’t know much, but I knew what kind of friends he had. I had met them.

Jason and I would be waiting our turn for flavored ices at the snowball stand, and addicts would be lined up behind the Chinese carryout, waiting to receive tester pills of whatever new drug had just hit the streets. That place was a hub for drug activity, which meant it was a magnet for a lot of other things, including guns and violence. As one of the only businesses open on that strip, it was also the hangout spot we’d use for shelter from the summer heat, or the place we’d run into whenever the police would sweep in just to harass people.

Pop would sometimes take me out and introduce me around. “Y’all know this is my son, right?” he’d say proudly, his scrawny arm around me, presenting me like a trophy. I’d force a smile. Pop was no longer the clean-cut, polished gentleman from old photographs. Hair unkempt, clothes frayed, the same gray sweatpants he always wore, large enough for us both to climb inside. These other men—I knew what they were doing. I just couldn’t yet build that bridge from them to Pop.

Knowledge of my father’s addiction had always been secondhand, something I never looked at directly. I was protected from it, but I also had an adolescent brain that couldn’t piece things together—or didn’t want to. I had seen his addiction reflected in things—his behavior, his arrests, his treatment of others, his absences. But that morning at my grandmother’s house was a harsh look right at it. Like staring at the sun.

“Maybe I can talk to him,” I said to Jason. “I can get him to stop whatever he’s doing. I’m his son, right?” I wanted the love a father has for his son to be stronger than the pull of any addiction. Maybe if I had the opportunity to tell him how much he meant to me, he would stop using. Maybe he’d become the father I needed him to be. Hearing me, my grandmother came out from the back room. The look on her face said it all.

Even at 10, I knew this was magical thinking on my part. But I wanted to matter, to have the power to inspire Pop to turn his life around. I was already an insecure kid. Now I felt lied to, abandoned, and disowned by the one man who was supposed to love and protect me. Maybe my expectations were too high, or maybe we had different interpretations of what our relationship was supposed to be. But that morning, over that mirror, it all crumbled.

A switch was flipped in my young brain. I stopped trusting, stopped believing in people. I refused to believe in anything but disappointment. I vowed to never allow anyone to hurt me as badly as my father had, to never show how much I cared. I promised myself to be as cold and heartless to others as the world had been to me. I would show nothing: I’d be all sword, all shield.


CHAPTER

2

SURVIVAL IN BALTIMORE

I have very few pictures from my youth. The house in the first picture below caught fire a few years later. We pulled up to see it engulfed in flames. Ma left me out front and tried to run in to rescue what she could, but the firefighters blocked her at the door. We didn’t have many valuables, but what we did have—toys, baby pictures, some home movies—was destroyed. It was like my past also went up in smoke.

The picture is from my second birthday, during the time when Ma and I were moving around a lot. The house was a relative’s, where my mother and I were living at the time. Ma’s youngest brother, Chuck, is standing on the right. My mother and her tight-knit family tried to provide a sense of normalcy that I’d forever be chasing.

The second picture is the only one I know of that shows me as a child with both of my parents. It was taken on a Sunday morning, before or after church. The brick steps are in front of my grandmother’s house, which I’d visit every weekend. I recognize that flashy smile on my father’s face. Pop was clean, sober, and vibrant, not yet dragged down by the addiction that would come to define him. We look like a family. That’s what tears at me when I look at the picture now. There’s a heavy sadness because the image is a perpetual what-if staring back at me. It encompasses what could’ve been and what I wish would’ve been. I see the innocent child I am, unaware of how bad things were and how much worse they were going to become.

[image: ]

I was almost 2 years old the first time my mother broke free of my father. He left to work the overnight shift at his job and she snatched me up, grabbed a bag and a couple bottles of milk, and took off in the middle of the night. It was 2 a.m. and she was walking up Park Heights Avenue, one of the most dangerous streets in Baltimore, trying to hail a cab to get a ride to a friend’s apartment.

My mother and father had first met at the KFC across the railroad tracks from my grandmother’s house, and their volatile relationship, from what I’ve heard, was there from the word go. My father was very jealous and extremely argumentative, always assuming my mother was dealing with other guys behind his back, which she denied. His jealousy, mixed with his explosive attitude, led to frequent verbal abuse directed at my mother. She felt trapped and desperately needed to get out. Not only did she fear for her safety, but she was concerned about me growing up in such a destructive household.

After she left, the mother of one of her friends took us in. I was going to preschool at the time and my mother was working two full-time jobs, struggling to make ends meet. We’d flip-flop between the houses of her brother, sisters, and father just so we wouldn’t wear out our welcome.

For the next few years, we lived anywhere we were accepted, with different relatives and friends all over Baltimore City. I have memories of staying with different uncles and aunts, sharing rooms and splitting beds with different cousins. I remember weekends at my grandparents’ house, buying a plastic swimming pool at the dollar store and filling it up from a hose in the cement backyard. Grandma would throw candy in there and the local kids and I would dunk our heads in to grab what we could. It was pure, undistilled joy—blindly flailing for candy, laughing as water spouted and dripped. Jason would take me to the park and teach me how to throw and catch a football—things that fathers usually did.

Though she grew up around poverty and addiction, Ma always knew that life could, and should, be better. She worked two or three jobs at a time to get me out of Baltimore City. By the time I turned 5, she had saved up enough money to pull us over the county line. The timing was intentional; elementary school in the county required a county address. I was part of a wave of city kids in the late 1980s who snatched county addresses like the golden tickets they were. My mother knew what was at stake with the right zip code—it was like wings.

Ma was solid, but not unmovable. She granted me a long leash, letting me veer out and make mistakes on my own. But she made sure that when it all came crashing down, she was there to help build it back up. She had a nurturing, compassionate side, but she had to be a father as well, and tried to toughen me up.

My county elementary school was only about 15 minutes from my grandmother’s house in the city, but those miles covered universes. The school was in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood; on the clean sidewalks that cut through freshly cut grass, I’d see packs of Jewish men with long beards and black hats. They traveled in unison, carrying a sense of community like an aura that trailed them down the street. They had their own stores with their own food—Kosher crackers and Manischewitz wine. It was all baffling, a total mystery to me.

School was filled mostly with white kids from freestanding houses who still lived with both of their parents. There was a calm around town—when I went into the stores or traversed parking lots, it was quiet and relaxing. None of the impending danger I was used to. None of the off-the-rails feeling that defined life in the city.

Out in the county, I learned quickly how different I was. I had to learn how to function in this new world, who I would be, and, eventually, what I thought they would let me be. My roots grew from a different place, and I was a product of history that was beyond my control. For one thing, alcohol and addiction ran on both sides of my family. When we’d visit my mom’s aunts and uncles, they’d always be drinking—beer, malt liquor, harder stuff—at all hours of the day. They were a loud and abrasive bunch. One of my mom’s aunts was once cursing up a storm right in front of me, and my mom turned to her and asked, “Do you have to use so many curses?”

“If you don’t want his motherfucking ass to hear what I’m motherfucking saying,” she said, “then cover his motherfucking ears.”

That was my normality. Kids can adjust to just about anything, and I felt more comfortable back in the city than I did at school. It’s also where my heart was. On Fridays when school let out, I’d finish my homework and take off for Park Heights and Wiley Avenue to hang out with Jason and my friends from the old neighborhood. Addicts and drug dealers were always around, but I knew the core of those people. I didn’t look at them as derelicts or bottom feeders—I still don’t. They’re just people. I grew up surrounded by what my county neighbors might think is a horror, things and people they would cross the street to avoid. But these were my neighbors, my friends and family. When they’re a part of you, labels aren’t so easily slapped on.

Mom and I floated in that purgatory for years, never far enough away to be safe. In fact, Baltimore County is where a lot of the drug dealers lived. They would do their work in the city but wanted a safe haven from the drama, a quiet place to rest their heads and raise their children. Even drug dealers crave safer streets. But in that underworld, there is a limited separation; the same attention that paid their bills could follow them home to their front door.

I remember the first place we lived in the county, where we moved when I was 5 years old. It was a small apartment complex of faded brown brick and siding. We lived on the second floor and my mother’s bedroom window faced the front of the apartment complex, looking onto the parking lot and front steps. The apartment was off Liberty Road, the main throughway connecting the city and county, the vein running through my two worlds.

Once I woke up to the sounds of a scuffle right outside my window, two men yelling followed by a loud pop, then another. Ma was in bed with me, lying down low, the television on mute. She saw me rustle and pushed me back down.

“Quentin,” she whispered, “don’t say nothing, don’t do nothing.” We laid there quiet. “Don’t make a sound,” she mouthed. I went stiff, frozen.

If I had lifted up my head, I could have seen it all out the window. A few minutes later a man was banging on our door, asking for help, begging for us to call the police. My mother inched low over to the living room and called 911. Then she came back, and we huddled in my twin bed. About 5 minutes later, sirens pierced the quiet night. We called my grandfather, who came by to get us. On our way out, I saw blood spattered on the door and pooling on the concrete walkway. The ambulance had just taken the guy away, and they were uncoiling the water hoses to spray down the pavement.
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My father was only 17 when I was born, so as I grew up, he was still trying to figure out who he was. In some ways we had to grow up simultaneously, on parallel tracks. In my early years, when he was still clean, he worked as a manager at a Checkers fast-food joint. Sometimes my mom would drop me there and I’d sit at a booth and he’d bring me a free meal. When I was done, he’d take me into the back kitchen; I’d be enthralled by the deep fryers bubbling and the cooks chopping, the orders whipping through. He’d show me around, and that value made me proud. After his shift ended, I’d stay with him for the weekend, sometimes to give Ma a break, but usually because she had to work.

When I was 6, Pop’s girlfriend gave birth to my half-sister, Nicole, and that was when the change came over him. My sister’s birth seemed to give him an excuse to ignore me. When I visited his apartment, he’d seem irritated I was there, complaining that he couldn’t “get a break.” I’d want to spend time together—just watch television or help him cook—and he would get annoyed. Pop wasn’t the most patient person, but he was also young and stuck at home with a baby most of the time; when the weekend would come around and he’d be desperate for a break, I would show up.

Sometimes I was witness to my father’s violence; other times I was the target. One incident is carved into my brain. I was staying with him for the weekend and his girlfriend had taken the baby to her mother’s, so it was just the two of us. Pop’s go-to meal was spaghetti, and he could cook the hell out of it as far as I was concerned. We sat down to eat and I must’ve scarfed down my bowl in 2 minutes. Like most kids, my eyes were bigger than my stomach.

“Can I have some more?” I asked. “Please?”

He looked up, almost suspicious. “All right, Quentin, but if I give you some more
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