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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—HarperOne




Dedication

For those whose petals are beginning to unfold,

breathe, and become love.

And for my niece, Amaya: may you learn to

voyage the waters you were made for sooner

and more confidently than I did.




Epigraphs

I often hear people say, “I just don’t know what to do.” I think more often than not, we do know what to do; the cost of our realness just seems too high at the time.

—DEBORAH ADELE, THE YAMAS & NIYAMAS

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, “Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?” Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON, A RETURN TO LOVE

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:1–3, ESV
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An Invitation to the Unfolding

Over the last couple of years, I started to experience a number of substantial shifts in my life. I could feel these shifts stirring, but I didn’t entirely know what they meant. In the same year that I made a pact with a few friends to go on dating apps in an attempt to learn the ins and outs of dating, I started a new relationship with a man who would soon become my husband. The bud of that relationship led to opening up parts of myself that I had always known existed, but I didn’t know if they would ever get the chance to fully exist. This shift included breaking off relationships as well as attributes and parts of myself that no longer fit the person I was becoming.

I was coming into my own as an artist, and my career was taking off in ways I had never expected. The Christian faith that I had grown up with began to take different forms as I asked questions about how to differentiate and separate the voice of God from authority figures and those close to me. It began to expand into a more inclusive and liberating faith instead of a limiting one that said who could or could not be invited to the table of belonging.

Then came 2020, when everyone’s lives came to a halt all at once, when we all noticed the shifting that was happening in not just our individual lives but also our collective one. My husband, John, and I sat in the tension of our canceled wedding plans as the world around us shifted due to a global pandemic and racial reckonings. These reckonings, like for many of my peers, led me to question my identity as a Black Woman and what my value was in this world outside of being a Black Artist or “influencer.” I was also still learning how to fully accept and love the glorious being that I am while dismantling cultural and religious assumptions about my body. All while making time to breathe and eat. Goodness.

Each of these experiences transformed into important moments that begged my attention and diligence to embrace each one. Each of these moments took shape as different layers within the process of my journey of self-discovery. This process looked like leaving behind the familiar, shedding the comfortable, and embracing the newly revealed parts of myself, which ultimately led to an unfolding and embracing of my fullest self.

Our bodies are constantly in a process of growing, our cells are constantly replenishing, and it’s that very cycle that keeps us alive. However, what I’ve been learning is, it’s not just our physical bodies that are constantly changing but also our beliefs, desires, and passions, which shift as we experience love, loss, desire, faith, doubt, conviction, wonder, and everything in between.

Change is a part of life, at the cellular level and beyond. As I worked to make sense of the changes that were happening in my life, I called this lifetime process of growing and expanding “The Unfolding.” And this is something every one of us experiences. The process of Unfolding happens over and over again, just like the replenishing of our physical cells. To unfold means to grow, to expand, to peel back the layers of who you’ve been, unveiling who you will be and stepping into the fullness and wholeness of who you are. There is grieving in The Unfolding, a resenting or longing for what was. There is fear of what is and will be. But most important, there is grace, grit, and miraculous wonder in The Unfolding. It is when you take notice of your wings, your passions and strengths, that you learn to step into freedom and embrace your flight.

I’m a poet, so one of the primary ways I express this Unfolding process is through poetry. The poems in this book were birthed out of my own seasons of hurt and discomfort—from single to engaged, from Baptist pastor’s kid to student and explorer of wonder and mystery, from unexplored aspects of faith, from wounded to restored. These poems rose from the ashes of learning that I am not broken and the world I have created around me is not wrong—instead simply Unfolding who I have been all along. My own process of Unfolding has, just like my cells, been renewing and regenerating time and time again, but I didn’t necessarily have language for it until now.

Think of The Unfolding process like a glass jar. We all start life with a pristine glass jar, but over time, the jar begins to crack as we learn more about the world and the people in it. Eventually, the jar is too cracked and it falls apart, the pieces shattering all over the floor, and we are left with the decision to either pick up all the pieces and attempt to put them back together as the same jar or use the pieces to create something new. For me, these pieces included my faith and how I viewed God, my upbringing, my ethnicity and race, my relationships with friends and family, and my own voice and existence. These pieces of my life lay on the ground, shattered, but I realized there were still pieces worth picking up and mending with the glue of new perspective and understanding, which brought me back to wholeness, back to God, and ultimately back to myself.

I didn’t walk through my Unfolding alone. I had many people whom I would call my guiding songs in the wind. You know those voices of people who can guide you back home, back to yourself, away from the ledge of fear and frantic decisions made because of other, opposing loud voices around you, while the songs in the wind almost whisper, guiding you with leaves and flowers floating in the air (a real “Colors of the Wind” kind of moment). These mentors, peers, friends, and loved ones constantly reminded me that I was okay, that my head was above water, that I had the ability to swim, and that I wasn’t going to drown or experience this forever. They helped me see the shore while still (barely) swimming in the middle of the ocean, guided me with truths of who I was and what I was capable of, and reminded me that God was with me, until I could feel my feet on land again.

Throughout these pages, I will take you along this journey of my Unfolding. Each of the following poems, essays, and quotes depict the shedding of my own cells, of past beliefs, the releasing of some parts of what I was raised to believe in, in order to embrace what I believe today. As humans, the greatest capacity we have, outside of being able to love, is to feel, and to feel deeply. To take the moments of hurt and transform them into poem, song, talk, or lesson, passing them on so they serve as a key to unlock healing for others. Read these words while reflecting on what the seasons of Unfolding have looked like in your life.

I want this book to be exactly that for you—a moment to exhale, a moment of solidarity no matter how different your background may seem to be, a key to unlocking healing, and permission and grace for your own Unfolding. These words invite you into my process: how I moved from angst and anxiety to confusion and wonder, to creative expression, and, ultimately, to personal acceptance and peace. My hope is that as you read my words, you will be guided through this process and find your own personal acceptance and peace.

The Five Phases

The process of Unfolding involves five phases, which we’ll explore in these pages. I call them: The Awakening, The Eclipsing, The Mending, The Illuminating, and The Returning. These five stages are meant to guide and provide clarity for your Unfolding growth process. I’ll explain them briefly so you know what to expect as we move through the book.

THE AWAKENING is the initial realization that either things within yourself must change in order for you to step into the next phase of becoming, or the change has already been taking place and you are just now becoming aware of it. The Awakening shows you the shattered pieces in your life and gives you room to process what needs to remain and what needs to be let go, which pieces to leave behind and which to turn into a new creation, for you to make space for what will be. It is in the process of Awakening that I felt myself tuning in and listening to a soft purr that became a roar within myself, and embracing that lioness self.

Within The Awakening, I found myself holding pieces of who I was, who I thought I had to be, what I had thought I had to feel, and what I was expected to think, and I saw these pieces no longer serving where I was going or who I was becoming. In a sense, The Awakening could be a sort of death of the pieces of a past self you no longer need to carry with you. In The Awakening you must ask yourself: Am I going to stay the same, or am I going to lean into the change that’s beckoning me? The Awakening can be that moment when it feels as though you are in tune with a new awareness in yourself and the world around you, and once you see it, you cannot unsee it.

THE ECLIPSING is the moment after you have become aware of the shattered pieces. The Eclipsing can feel dark, confusing, and disorienting. It is where you have to sit with your broken pieces, the hurt and confusion, and decide how and what comes with you into the next phase. NASA describes an eclipse occurring when “one heavenly body such as a moon or planet moves into the shadow of another heavenly body.”* For me personally, this shadowed season was the crossing over of my present self and my future self. These two celestial existences were both of my selves crossing in the same space, but in order to live full, free, and whole, one of them had to pass and be released for the light of who I was becoming to fully exist.

The Eclipsing journey for me was one of sleepless nights, heavy anxiety, and panic attacks in my car. I was overwhelmed. I felt small. I couldn’t hear my own thoughts, but even when I could, I felt I couldn’t trust them. Weeks upon weeks of interventions with family and friends who felt the need to reroute or bring me back to myself, or back to a Jesus that I had never even left. This was a hard season, and while I wished that every moment could be made easier, I honor and acknowledge that it was still a very important part of the process.

THE MENDING is exactly how it sounds—the process in which you have collected the pieces of who you were and begin to mend them back together into who you will be. This is a conversation of growth, of acceptance, of watching the broken pieces make something new. The Mending is also the season of asking yourself the questions “What do I need for healing?” and “What is keeping me from wholeness and freedom, and how can I face those barriers?” The Mending is a space of forgiveness and, in some cases, of creating and establishing forgiveness even when it isn’t being offered by others. It also includes the process of forgiving yourself for what you didn’t know before, finding grace in the ebbs and flows and unknowns.

The Mending, though beautiful, can still be messy. Residual hurt may come up, which you’ll need to process through, and it won’t be all rainbows and butterflies, but it will be healing. My Mending process meant that instead of fighting the changes happening in my faith and trying to resort back to what I knew, I allowed myself to embrace the expansion. That it was okay if my spirituality, my relationship with God, looked different than it had when I was in my teenage years or even my twenties. That my relationship with my husband was still a worthy and loving partnership even if it wasn’t what others might have wanted for me. That my career and calling could still be aligned even while shifting. The Mending can also be a season of embracing the newness and releasing the old.

THE ILLUMINATING is the phase when you let light into your newly mended self. It includes the aha moments. It’s when other people’s opinions of who you are dim into the shadows and your own desires and thoughts come to the forefront of your mind. It’s when you become aware of your shoulds and should nots, and can release them because they no longer serve where you are going or who you are becoming. In this chapter there will be the same rhythm of essays, poems, and prompts, but this phase will also include invitations for breath work and simple meditations, so that you can truly be liberated from things that restrain you, and ultimately find release and the permission to return.

After you read about my own Illuminating process, I hope that it shines light on your own moments of aha, that you are able to find yourself and your story in the realizations, and that you can release what no longer serves who you are or who you are becoming. The Illuminating can be such an exhaling process as much as it can be an overwhelming one because you are seeing and realizing what you may not have seen or realized before. Be gracious with yourself here. Sometimes shining a light can also bring up moments of disorientation, hurt, or maybe even anger. Let the light shine on all of that and be tender as you shift through the beams of each one.

THE RETURNING is the final breath of your journey. You have cleared your shadows and your hurts, you have mended and restored, and now finally you can return to yourself. I say “return” because I have found that as we grow and unfold, we are unraveling and peeling back the layers, revealing who we’ve always been and finally find the space and permission to be.

My journey of Returning was an exhaled awareness that I was and have always been exactly who I needed to be. Even when I was being told in various ways how “far” I was from who and where others wanted me to be, I was able to return to the truth: who I was and who I am is enough, and who I will become will also be enough. The Returning is not an ending, because the journey is truly never over, but for a moment you will reach a resolve, a chapter closing, and in that closing there is a moment in the mirror that releases the response of “Oh, there I am and there I have always been.”

It’s important to note at this point that nothing is truly linear—not healing, not time, not existing or thinking. So when you sit with these phases, remember that they are not step-by-step ways of thinking. Rather, to experience them is more like how all good Black aunties and mamas cook: you will taste as you go, adding what you feel is missing, and don’t even bother asking for a recipe because it’s pretty much just heart and soul, baby. You have to listen to your own heart and soul and trust that you know best. When I entered The Illuminating season, The Eclipsing season still felt as though it was close to breaking me, The Mending season still felt just as wonky and messy as The Eclipsing, and in a way, The Returning felt like another Awakening, until there I was again at the beginning of it all. But no matter how much the phases overlapped in my life, or how nonlinear they were, little leaks of light always slipped through the pieces. In each of these phases, I ultimately came to terms with the realization that life is not black or white. The Illuminating phase shows you that maybe there aren’t only two paths, maybe there’s a third way and maybe there’s a light to guide you through it.

Use This Book as Your Guide

I can’t wait for you to go on this journey with me. I’ve purposely created space in this book for you to interact with it—write in it, or at the least grab a journal or some paper to tuck into the pages of this book and write down your thoughts.

There are meditations in the last few chapters. If you have time, sit with them and spend a few minutes breathing and connecting with your inner self. At the end of each chapter, I will leave you with an opportunity to reflect. I hope these questions are just the beginning as you explore and engage with your own process of Unfolding. I want this book to be your bedside favorite that you pick up before you meet the day, giving you the pep talk you need to feel empowered. I hope it’s the book you carry with you to motivate yourself and keep your spirits high, or the book you read at the day’s end to calm your anxious mind. I hope it’s the book that you come back to time and time again, in all seasons of life, as the love letter that reminds you of who you are.

Ultimately, my hope is that these words and experiences bring you back to yourself. When you’ve finished reading, acknowledge how you too have awakened in your own ways; encountered your own dark, shadow season; mended pieces of who you were and who you are to step toward who you will become; and let the light in time and time again. Remind yourself of your luminescence and how you’ve returned to your goodness with every single breath.

May these words meet you in your own Unfolding or on the precipice of it. May they be a reassuring whisper that you are right where you need to be, that you can trust your next steps and the guiding voice inside of you.

In order to let something in,

you have to let some things go

In order to heal, you must hurt

In order to grow, you will experience discomfort

and all of this is to make more room for hope

less room for perfectionism and more room for simply being

less room for answers,

more room for questions with integrity

for mystery and wonder that leads you somewhere new

not right or wrong, good or bad

This is The Unfolding
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“A galvanizing wake-up call and a tender lullaby.” )
—Glennon Doyle, New York Times bestselling author of Untamed
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