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According to an old Hindu legend, there was a time when all men were gods, but they misused and abused their divinity. The chief god, Brahma, decided to take away man’s divinity and hide it in a place where man would never again find it. Where to hide it became the big question.

When the minor gods were called together to consider this question, they said, “Let’s bury man’s divinity deep in the earth.” But Brahma said, “No, that will not do, for man will dig deep down into the earth and find it.” Then they said, “Well, then, we can take his divinity out to the deepest part of the ocean and submerge it there.” But again Brahma replied, “No, not there, for man will soon learn to dive into the deepest waters and will search throughout the bottom of the ocean and will find it.”

Then the minor gods said, “We will take it to the top of the highest mountain and hide it there.” But again Brahma replied, “No, for man will eventually climb every high mountain on earth. He will be sure someday to find it and take it up again for himself.” Then the minor gods simply gave up and concluded, “We do not know where to hide it, for it seems there is no place on land or in the sea that man will not eventually reach.”

Then Brahma said, “I have an idea. We will hide man’s divinity deep down inside of man himself, for he will never think to look for it there.” Ever since then, the legend concludes, man has been going up and down the earth, climbing, digging, diving, exploring, searching for something that is already inside of himself.
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Introduction

My judicial background inspires me to live my life inside the context of truth and justice. This, combined with many personal and life-altering experiences, qualifies me to speak the truth, the whole truth, and yes, sometimes the bitter truth. We all have a unique story, one that speaks of the trials and tribulations that make up the human condition, but at the end of the day, we are more alike in our similarities than we are different in our differences. This book represents some of the lessons learned from my own unique experiences, lessons that I hope you too can learn from.

Because I am a judge with my own television show, some people might think that I am removed from the realities of everyday life. While my audience may see me on TV, people have only a glimpse into who and what I am and strive to be. To some, I am a no-nonsense, polished, consummate professional. Let me assure you, though, there is plenty of “my stuff,” which I continue to work on each and every day of my life. Although I have lived a full and remarkably wonderful life with few regrets, I have had my share of high points, low points, and downright heartache. These life experiences, good and bad, have made me who I am today.

I am the oldest of five children and Auntie Karen to ten nieces and nephews. Throughout the course of my life I have faced a gamut of difficult and conflicting challenges. I was raised in a one-bedroom apartment with seven people, declared a truant child at age eight by the state of Florida, and ended up applying for, and receiving, food stamps. As I got older, life did not necessarily become less of a challenge. I have had my lights and telephone disconnected, been placed in the backseat of a police car, had a car repossessed, been held at gunpoint in a drug raid, and have been witness to, and victim of, real domestic violence. My employment has included being everything from a restaurant dishwasher to a maid in other people’s homes to working as a sales girl at JCPenney. But I have also sailed across the Hong Kong harbor, celebrated my birthday at an oceanfront estate on the Pacific coast of Mexico, planted a tree at the base of Mt. Kilimanjaro, and even been attacked by a baboon on an African safari.

In the courtroom, as well as in my personal life, I have drawn on my past experiences time and again to shape my decisions on the bench and to help keep me grounded. It’s fitting that the slogan I used when running for judge was “Sensitive to All.” I have walked in your shoes, and I have seen your darkest hour. Life may have gotten more financially comfortable for me over time, but as I witness the pain and suffering of adults and children who cross my path daily, I am moved to help guide them to being whole, as I have been so guided. And I continue to be guided because learning to live your best life is not a destination, it is a perpetual journey. I meet many people who are hurting and lost because they did not have the wisdom of elders to help lead them in their life journey. Through my own light and dark times, I have always had my mother, father, grandparents, and others who were and continue to be excellent role models. Such blessings are meant to be shared. Martin Luther King, Jr., said: “The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.” In these times of financial greed, shameless self-aggrandizement, and a disconnected, Internet-ruled world, I find myself believing that these are the times Dr. King spoke of: times of challenge and controversy.

At this very moment in my life I feel called upon to step up to the plate and share what I have learned along the way. I know for certain that numerous people are having trouble maintaining a job, paying mortgages, making relationships work, and raising their kids, let alone planning for the future. Every time I sit at the bench in my courtroom, I face people who feel as if they are sinking. Their lives have become full of drama. It may sound too simple to say that all this stems from people not staying in their lane, but I believe that’s not far from the truth. Staying in your lane is not simply about minding your own business. Rather, it’s about focusing on your business and improving your circumstances using common sense. When you focus on your business you don’t have time to cross other people’s boundaries, which is the root of most conflicts. Imagine if we all stayed true to our own course, focusing on what we need to get done: There would be fewer dramas, conflicts, and hurt feelings, and more purpose, direction, and powerful living.

In Stay in Your Lane what I have to say isn’t always going to be pretty; sometimes staying in your lane means taking off the kid gloves and speaking the truth, even when it stings. I’m going to help you learn how to do that from a place of respect and love, and not with an intention to hurt. I’m not spouting some New Age fad, but a commonsense approach to living your best life by calling on those innate qualities buried within you. Each of us has a powerful compass that helps us figure out the right path to follow, helps us sift truth from lies. And sometimes that compass needs to be recalibrated. My whole purpose in writing Stay in Your Lane is to help you find your way back to that voice within you that knows more about how you should live your life than all the experts combined.

Yes, we live in a fast-paced world, and that can increase the challenge of operating from our own best instincts. However, that is no excuse to be ignorant, discourteous, or downright lacking in generosity of spirit and deeds. We must always continue to expect the best from ourselves and others. We must continue to break barriers and go outside our comfort zones, and we must seek truth above all else. That is what growth is all about.

Because I interact with “lost souls” all day long, and simultaneously work on figuring out who I want to be in this world, I have come to understand that life is like a road trip across a vast country. As you embark upon your trip you must first make sure that your vehicle has been serviced and is capable of making the trip. Then you must get a quality road map to study. This book offers you one to consider. You will note that there are several ways to get from point A to point B. The goal is not time oriented but rather quality oriented. The first and most important rule of the road is to do no harm. If you need to take a longer route to get to your final destination, that’s okay, as long as you do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Enjoy the view and enjoy the ride! Life is an incredible journey—just respect the road and read the signs carefully, and you will arrive safely. And whether you drive your vehicle quickly or slowly, always remember to Stay in your lane!


I

WEAVING
YOUR WAY
OUT OF THE
TRAFFIC JAM
CALLED
“THE PAST”


Take a Detour Down Memory Lane

When I first went into private practice as a criminal defense attorney, I was invited to a cocktail party thrown by the state bar association. Since childhood, I had known that I wanted to be a lawyer and now I was finally stepping into this ancient and noble profession. The event was going to be held at a swanky five-star hotel in South Miami, and I was eager for the chance to hobnob with my colleagues. Here was my opportunity to rub shoulders with the best in the field.

All week long I considered multiple outfits and the things I would say and the people I would say them to. And as I finally settled on the perfect pair of pumps, I suddenly got slammed with a strong mental image of my car. As I thought about driving my dented and faded ten-year-old car up to the valet line of that hotel with all the sparkling BMWs, Mercedes-Benzes, and Jaguars, I panicked. I decided right then and there that I could not go to the event.

Later as I lay in bed thinking about my decision, I wondered why I felt so ashamed. Was this really about my car? Or was it something deeper? I realized that the fear that gripped my heart had nothing to do with my car. It was the fear of being ridiculed. I was afraid that my poverty would show. In my mind the car put me in the category of the “have-nots.”

It’s funny how things that happened so long ago, things that you think are buried in the past, can affect your current outlook. But when I reflected on my childhood, I realized that there was one period of time in particular that was contributing to my dread of the cocktail party. You see, when I went to grade school, mothers dressed their daughters like baby dolls. The girls in my class would come to school in crinoline dresses with petticoats underneath and large silk bows in their hair. They dressed like Shirley Temple, right down to the candy curls. My parents had four other children and could not afford to dress me that way. They spent any extra money they had on buying books for me and my siblings. I stood out like a sore thumb among my classmates, who teased me for my shabby dresses and worn-out shoes. I felt like a Doberman in a room full of poodles. It got to the point where every morning before going to school I would throw a tantrum. I guess I always had a flair for drama! And now, twenty-five years later, here I was still crying and screaming and carrying that insecure “poor girl” around with me like a handbag into my adulthood.

It was a real dark night of emotions, and my soul felt so heavily burdened. As I relived the feelings of the past, I had a wake-up moment. I became mad at myself and began to shout out loud, “Didn’t your parents make sure you had a good foundation so that you could have a career? Hadn’t they sacrificed their own comfort so that you and your brothers and sisters could have a fair chance to rise above the circumstances of race and class? And didn’t you fight and claw your way through college and law school, washing dishes in restaurants, borrowing from Peter to pay Paul, all to realize the dream of becoming a lawyer?” I realized that the long journey to my dream entitled me to pull up to the front door of that hotel right along with the Bentleys. Shoot, I was entitled to get up to that door on camel back if I had to. I was embarrassed by my selfishness and shortsightedness. There are people in this world who don’t even have a car, I thought. I pass some of them at bus stops every day in all kinds of weather. They would probably give anything to be driving my ten-year-old car. My problems were nothing compared to what others must do simply to survive from one day to the next. And here I was, a thirty-year-old lawyer with a private practice, wearing grown-up clothes, still carrying the weight of that sniveling six-year-old around with me.

When I was six it was understandable that I would have those feelings of not being good enough because I wasn’t yet mentally and emotionally equipped to handle them and therefore didn’t know any better. But as an adult who had overcome many obstacles and who had learned many lessons, with many more to come, I needed to make peace with the past in order to face the future. I made the decision that night to stop feeling inadequate and sorry for myself. I told myself, “No one who comes across your path has walked in your shoes. From now on, you are equal to anybody you meet for the duration of your lifetime.” I had released six-year-old Karen.

Our life’s journey is hard enough without the weight of all the baggage we carry with us from our past. As sure as my name is Judge Karen, life will test us and twist us in ways that are unimaginable. Just staying squarely on the road as we move toward our destination will at times be a challenge. We cannot move toward living our best life if our eyes are always looking in the rearview mirror.

It is amazing how we, as adults, are shaped and impacted by words, gestures, and actions that someone may have thrown our way when we were children, whether well-intentioned or not. Childhood hurt is real and can and will weigh us down if we never deal with it, like those taunts I received from my classmates. I urge you to get a shovel and dig up the past, shake it up, and kick it up, and when you’re done, make peace with it and then let it go. You need to be looking ahead toward the dreams and goals I know you have. I invite you to think about the baggage that you are carrying and how it is affecting the quality of your journey. While I admit that it’s not always easy to let go, I assure you that you’ll get further ahead with a carry-on bag than you will with a steamer trunk. There is always a time and a place for the past, but the destination for you and me is on the road ahead.

As you begin this new journey, take time to assess what is in your rearview mirror. It will take a lot of hard work and introspection, but I promise you it will be worth it in the end. A good starting place to look for stuff you need to unload will usually be your childhood. Some of you have been through a lot of heavy stuff, maybe more than any child should bear witness to. And if that is true for your particular situation, then I strongly urge you to seek professional help and guidance as you navigate your way through some potential land mines. There is absolutely nothing wrong with talking to a professional about what is eating away at you. Mental and emotional stress is just as dangerous as any physical injury you might experience. In today’s society, there is no stigma in seeing a psychologist or psychiatrist.

I have reached a verdict. Our total well-being matters in every aspect of our lives, and it is this court’s order that you take care of all of “you,” inside and out. You need to be looking ahead toward your dreams and goals. You can never have a second chance at a happy childhood. But there is always a chance for a happy adulthood. So make peace with the past and let’s go!
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“To live completely, wholly, every day as if it were a new loveliness, there must be dying to everything of yesterday, otherwise you live mechanically, and a mechanical mind can never know what love is or what freedom is.”

—JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI


Princess Problems

Once during a court recess I rushed back upstairs to my chambers on a purely personal mission. I was searching online retailers, looking for a gown to wear to an upcoming judicial ball. For two or three days, I had spent my recesses and lunch hour feverishly scouring department store online outlets for the perfect dress to wear to the annual event. I had gained a reputation for always strutting into that judicial ball in a stunning gown. But this year, I looked at hundreds of dresses, unable to settle upon something worth talking about. And I was getting flustered that I could not find the perfect, drop-dead gorgeous dress to wear. My secretary said, “Judge, why can’t you wear the dress you wore three years ago? Nobody will remember.” I said, “Shush your mouth! How can I ruin my reputation by wearing the same dress twice to an event?” I actually was close to crying and getting depressed that I was down to the wire and might just have to repeat a gown I had worn before. But I had to put the search on hold until my next recess and hurriedly put on my robe to go back down to the courtroom. Seated back on the bench, I have to admit that I was a little distracted by my dress dilemma when the clerk called up my next case.

The woman who appeared at the podium had been before me several times, and she never forgot to bring her attitude with her. I was definitely not in the mood to deal with her that day. Her teenage daughter had been skipping school and getting into fights. When she went to discuss her daughter’s case with the school officials, this short-tempered woman ended up grabbing a chair and throwing it through a window. She was arrested for destruction of school property and came before me on the charges. The first time she came to court, you could see how irritated she was. Arms crossed, sucking her teeth, exhaling heavily, and rolling her eyes! She looked like a bull seeing red. Because this was her first criminal offense, she was sent to an anger-management program. The program cost $175, but she said she could not pay for it. Based on the financial form she filed with the clerk’s office, I agreed to waive the fee for the program. The prosecution agreed to dismiss her charges once she successfully completed the program in five to eight weeks. Real simple.

She just couldn’t do it! She never seemed to be able to complete the sessions and kept being sent back to court for not showing up. I kept reenrolling her, and she kept ditching the sessions. Let me tell you, she was jumping up and down on my last nerve! I was beginning to lose my patience with her! By the third or fourth time she came back to court for noncompliance, I was at my wits’ end. I told her that she had been given more than enough opportunities to close the case, and now I was prepared to find her in contempt of court. I was prepared to throw her in jail right there on the spot. So I appointed an attorney to represent her. He took her into the jury room, and I could hear her screaming at the top of her lungs. “I don’t care what she does to me! I don’t care about the program! I don’t care about my children! I don’t care if I go to jail! I—just—don’t—care—anymore!” Then I heard loud wailing sounds coming from the jury room. When they came back into the courtroom half an hour later, the woman’s eyes were bloodshot and her face swollen from tears. This big, tough woman who had nothing but attitude every time she came to court now looked so small and defeated.

Her lawyer spoke for her. She and her husband had moved to Miami from the West Coast after he lost his job in a bank. He convinced her to leave her job, her family, and her life to come to Miami with him and start over. Once they moved, the husband learned that there was a warrant out for his arrest stemming from something he had done while working at the bank. He promptly cleaned out what little money they had in their account and abandoned her, their son, and two daughters, leaving them to fend for themselves. They were evicted from their apartment and their belongings put out on the sidewalk. They had no money for a storage unit, so they lost most of what they had to thieves and the weather. She and the children slept inside of her car for weeks before the woman found a part-time job. She had no friends or family in the area and was doing her best to feed her children and keep them in school. She was hoping to save enough money to get them all back to the West Coast, but she lost the part-time job because she had to attend the anger-management sessions and come to court. The woman and her children were living in a motel room that cost $150 a week, and she was being evicted. The lawyer held up the eviction notice. The eviction was for that very day! The woman held her head down and cried the entire time the lawyer was speaking, and I could see how ashamed she was to have everybody in that courtroom hear how life had dealt her such a heavy blow. I also was struck by the burden she carried.

Despite the meanness I see in the world, I know for a fact that people are basically good. That day, several of the lawyers standing around in the courtroom reached into their pockets and started a collection to help this woman pay her rent. Some of the other defendants and onlookers chipped in money too that day. I believe that they raised more than $400, which they handed to her. And the prosecutor dismissed her case! The better angels of mankind reveal themselves at the darnedest of times, usually in moments when we need them the most. That woman needed heaven’s mercy at that hour in a big way. Her salvation came right on time.

A little of my own salvation came that day too. Here I was obsessing and whining over not being able to find a new dress to wear to a $250-a-plate formal and thinking “poor, pitiful me.” Actually (I have never told anyone this before) I ended up giving the woman money too. And I ended up choosing one of the many gowns in my closet to wear to the ball that year. This woman’s life circumstances, and those of others I have met since, showed me that I was becoming shallow and superficial in some aspects of my own life. I was heading down a path that made me appear self-absorbed and fake. That is one of the good things about our journey. We can always turn off of any road we find ourselves traveling that is not leading us closer to greater awareness and personal growth. The road I was on at that time was paved with vanity. In discarding the belief that I had to be the belle of the ball, I was liberated! This new revelation allowed me to shift gears and redirect my focus to what I was toting around in my mind and wearing inside my heart.

What some of us consider necessities—beauty appointments, dry cleaning, dinner, and a movie—would be luxuries for others. When you realize this fact, some of what you call “problems” are just petty inconveniences. I have a good friend, Mike, whom I met a couple of years ago. Whenever I find myself whining to him, he says. “Hey, you know, that’s not a real problem, that is only a princess problem.” And then I feel like someone stuck a big pin in my balloon and brought me back down to earth. But on earth is where I always strive to be. It is firmer ground. Now, whenever I hear myself sounding melodramatic over something I can’t do or have, I have learned to ask myself, “Karen, is this a real problem or a princess problem?”

Each of us has challenges that we deal with daily, and I cannot say to you that your problems are not more or less important than someone else’s. We all look at things through our own personal lenses and from our own point of view. But I know for certain that all of us have princess problems! How many times have you said, “I don’t have anything to wear to work today,” when you have clothes that you just don’t feel like wearing? Or you want a fancy car like your sister’s when there is absolutely nothing wrong with the car you are driving? We can learn to immediately rank “problems” in degrees of importance. Ask yourself, is this thing that I am losing sleep over and complaining about something that will change or threaten my life? Ninety-nine percent of the time it isn’t. You know when you are experiencing a princess problem because it arises from a sense of vanity and selfishness. It comes from a false sense of entitlement or from comparing ourselves to others whose lives we believe somehow dictate which direction our own should be going. Princess problems cause us to over-magnify the importance of events in our lives. We make them bigger than they really are in the grand scheme of things. I try to think of problems in relation to those of the majority of the world. Just the fact that you, dear reader, can sit down to a dinner every night and lay your head down in your own bed rather than under a bridge is a feat in itself. Let’s strive to keep our problems in context. Life presents enough real challenges on its own without our having to throw in our own imaginary ones. The next time you think you’re having a problem or you declare that something going on in your life is “just horrible” ask yourself, “Is this a real problem? Or am I having a princess problem today?”
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“I cried because I had no shoes, until I met a man with no feet.”

—PERSIAN PROVERB
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