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DEDICATION

To my wife, Zuri, and my son, D’Son—the two main

reasons for me not to commit suicide
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ONE

UNCHAINED MELANCHOLY

DEALING WITH DARKNESS, DEPRESSION, AND A DEATH WISH





For years, I hated waking up.

You hear me? Fucking hated it. It wasn’t about shaking off the remnants of sleep. It wasn’t about facing up to the regrets of the night before or the creeping anxiety about the unknowns of a new day. My hatred dwelled always in being in the then, the there. I didn’t want to be awake or near anyone. In fact, I just didn’t want to be.

From about 1995 through the early 2000s, I wrestled with deep depression, thoughts of suicide, and a relapse into the alcohol abuse I thought I’d left behind years earlier. During that time, my being awake meant struggling to be me for one more day. It meant grappling with the pain and uncertainty that I felt had come to define my life. It meant another day of the sort of quiet, desperate frustration that had seeped into my soul at a time when most people figured I should be basking in the glow of a life well lived. My depression came in the form of being disappointed by the life I had created for myself. I was surrounded by “friends” I felt did not care about me. My voice was giving out on me. I felt empty inside. And as bad as all this was, it didn’t compare with the most traumatizing blow in my life—a revelation that rocked me to the very core of my identity: in 2000, I found out I was adopted.

I had been damaged—and been damaging myself—well before I got that news, however. Depression had been shadowing me for at least a half decade by then, forcing me to endure a stomach-churning turbulence of mixed emotions that seemed to explode and whirl and collide inside me almost from the moment I opened my eyes. One minute I was angry. Then regretful. Then resentful. Then scared. And depressed, always depressed.

My constant companion, depression had crept in from seemingly every direction over several years of my life, a dark and indelible ink spread like graffiti along the crumbling walls of my battered psyche. Waking up meant facing those walls yet again, watching the cracks in them spread, and knowing that there wasn’t a damn thing that I could do about it. And worse, that there wasn’t a damn thing I wanted to do about it. To me, waking up just meant that I wasn’t dead yet. That’s how it came to be that, for nearly five years of my life, I contemplated killing myself almost daily.

Most of us wake up, roll out the bed, and get on with our day. But for others, it’s an everyday struggle to face life. All over the world, hundreds of thousands of people grapple with thoughts of ending their life by their own hands. They’ve given up, surrendered to the pain of a tragedy or the darkness of depression, or the aches of a physical ailment. They see no way out other than through death. Back in the day, I was similarly blinded.

I suffered all this in silence, which is the worst thing to do if you want relief. I avoided people, because I wanted to make sure that nobody really knew what I was going through. I didn’t know how to express my pain, my anger. Not only did I bottle up my feelings, but I also made sure that I kept myself far enough away from everyone, regardless of whether they loved me or not, so that nobody could ever get an accurate gauge on how deep my despair ran. I withdrew into isolation because I couldn’t cope with the anger and frustration that were driving me to want to hurt myself. I’d convinced myself that, whether I articulated my hurt or not, the pain would never go away. Just as crazily, as with many people who are suicidal, I actually thought I’d be doing the people around me—and myself—a favor if I committed suicide.

The biggest reason for my withdrawal was my vocal troubles and the problems that stemmed from them. While I was afraid of what it’d mean to lose my voice—who needs a rapper who can’t rap?—part of my depression was rooted in not knowing why my voice had deteriorated. It wasn’t until 1999, after a battery of tests, that doctors even figured out that I suffered from a rare form of spasmodic dysphonia. Most people with the condition experience vocal cord spasms when their voice box either contracts or expands. For whatever reason, my throat spasms when my vocal cords do either.

Even before doctors diagnosed the condition, though, I knew enough about it to believe that it had made me useless. I couldn’t rhyme. All I could do was stand around wearing a fuckin’ hat. I was embarrassed, and being dragged around the world to promote remixes only worsened my self-esteem.

Isolation was the absolute wrong move. It was potentially deadly in those moments because it ensured that my voice—the one feeding me negativity and promoting the notion that I lacked self-worth—was the only voice I allowed myself to hear. In those moments, it was precisely the last voice I needed to listen to. In those moments, I needed to realize that I wasn’t alone.

I didn’t want help, because I didn’t think it was possible. My vision was skewed. My sense of time was disrupted. The pain I had experienced over the course of my ordeals became the defining struggle of my entire life. Nothing I had done mattered. I didn’t think the wounds would heal.

To the world at large, I’m DMC, right? Rap star. Legendary MC. The Devastating Mic Controller. The King of Rock. One-third of Run-DMC, one of the greatest rap groups ever. But I feared that that part of my life had come and gone—and with it, much of my sense of direction and purpose. Whenever I looked ahead of me, all I seemed to see was emptiness. There was nowhere else for me to go, nowhere else it seemed I wanted to go. I just wanted to go back to sleep. For good.

I HAD UPS and downs over many years, but I was probably at my suicidal worst back in 1997, during a two-week-long tour in Japan to promote Jason Nevins’s version of our classic “It’s Like That.” By then, my voice was long gone; Run-DMC had become irrelevant to many young hip-hop fans; and it was clear to me that our group, while still together in name, was over for all intents and purposes. I wasn’t even thirty-five years old yet, and my life felt like it had crashed into a dead end. As a result, unbeknownst to anyone, I started planning ways to kill myself on that trip.

I had come to resent the group for any number of reasons. For years, probably beginning after our third album, the others had rejected almost all of my creative input. Worse, I felt, and still suspect, that the problems with my vocal cords were the result of me having to shout over tracks to be heard clearly. Our producers intentionally kept my vocals lower than Run’s in the studios.

We had fallen off. We hadn’t recorded a great album in more than a decade and, worse, had put out more than one really awful one. Jay, who remained my friend throughout, had decided to spend more time focusing on his own pet projects. Run was looking toward a solo career.

By 1997, we should’ve called it quits—or at least I should have. We should’ve gone out on some Beatles shit or broken up like Cream. But we didn’t. And so there we were, a legendary group that had outlived its prime, its members no longer bonded together by creative commonality or a shared dream of stardom or even fundamental friendship. We were in Japan to promote our brand, make some money for showing up, do some press, and pretend to be anything other than a shell of what we once were.

I felt like I was being used. It seemed like, within the Run-DMC dynamic, they had a singular purpose for me, which was holding a spot. I did shows and interviews, and made promo appearances, but I didn’t count for much else outside of that. In the two years since I had begun dealing with vocal problems, Run hadn’t called me once to check on my health. No visits to the house. He didn’t even pass word through any of our mutual friends or business acquaintances. Run-DMC was a cash cow and a security blanket to him, nothing more.

Jay and I were different. Our bond wasn’t strained nearly as much—but it still had stress fractures of its own. Our conversations had grown shorter, and even though they were fraught with far less tension than my conversations with Run, my chats with Jay were still more about business than anything else. Yet still we had a special bond.

Why am I here? I kept asking myself during that promo tour in Japan. I was there to be paraded around for a couple of bucks. I felt like some kind of show horse. I didn’t have a problem making money, but that trip sealed for me just how far we’d fallen as a group and just how useless I had (in my mind) become to everyone around me. I felt used, pimped, and dirty. Instead of just coming clean about the point of the tour, Jay and Run kept talking about making this trip “for the people.” They kept pitching it as some feel-good trip meant to reacquaint us with our estranged fans and make us relevant to anyone who may have missed out on us back in the 1980s. I might’ve been too obsessed with my own problems to care, but Run and Jay never lost sight of business. They wanted that paycheck.

No matter how much they were paying us to be in Japan, I wouldn’t have come had only Run called. In fact, he tried for weeks to reach me to discuss the trip, but I avoided him like a virus. Run called only when he wanted something, when he thought there may be some opportunity to wring a few more bucks out of the Run-DMC brand. It had been years since our conversations extended beyond what time I was showing up for rehearsal or whether I planned to wear the Godfather fedora that people still associated with our group.

I’d rather have been home, in bed, or at the gym than in Japan. I wasn’t even feeling music right then. I had been a music lover my entire life, grooving to a playlist that ranged from Harry Chapin to Gordon Lightfoot to Grandmaster Flash, and I had stopped listening to almost everything. The only song I listened to then wasn’t a rap or rock song. It was a soft-pop ballad by Sarah McLachlan called “Angel.” I’d first heard it after getting into a taxi in 1996, and the song had stayed with me ever since. Back then, it was the only song I listened to and the only song that I allowed to be played around me.

I cannot overemphasize how important that song was to me in the midst of my depression. “Angel” kept me serene even when every fiber of my person was screaming for me to lose it. As troublesome as life was, “Angel” made me believe that I could soldier through whatever I faced as long as I kept striving. Years later, I cut my own record with Sarah McLachlan—who, I found out later, was also adopted—precisely because the lyrics to “Angel” meant so much to me in my darkest hours.

           So tired of the straight line

           And everywhere you turn

           There’s vultures and thieves at your back

           The storm keeps on twisting

           You keep on building the lies

           That you make up for all that you lack

           It don’t make no difference

           Escaping one last time

           It’s easier to believe in this sweet madness

           Oh, this glorious sadness that brings me to my knees

For all the depression that weighed me down, “Angel” buoyed me. Whatever my hesitations about suicide, I sometimes think I would have done the deed easily if it weren’t for that record.

I thought long and hard about killing myself every day in Japan. I tricked myself into thinking that my family might be better off without me. I considered jumping out of a window. I thought about going to a hardware store to buy poison to ingest. I thought about putting a gun to my temple and pulling the trigger. Whenever I’d listen to “Angel,” though, I always managed to make my way back from the brink. That song literally helped save my life. The song made me feel that I wasn’t alone. It gave me great comfort.

RUN ONLY INTENSIFIED my depression when, during a television interview not long after I started having vocal problems, he announced that Run-DMC was breaking up because “D. can’t rap no more.” Even though my vocal problems were publicly known by now, Run hadn’t discussed a breakup with me or Jay. He just went out there to the media and said it abruptly. He should’ve just said that he wanted me out of the group. Instead, he made me feel like I only mattered to do the Run-DMC thing and without that, I was worthless to him.

We didn’t break up right then, but I suspected Run was plotting to leave the group without telling us. Those suspicions were confirmed midway through ’97, when my manager, Erik Blam, and I just happened to visit the offices of our label, Profile Records, one day to take care of some business. I bumped into an A&R executive, who eagerly mentioned that Run was working on a solo project. Profile knew I was having vocal problems, but nobody at the label had addressed it.

So when I saw this guy, he came up to me and Erik excitedly. He assumed that Run and I were close and that I already knew about the project. “You want to hear Run’s album he’s been working on the last three months?” My eyes went wide, but Erik played it cool. “D., don’t say nothin’,” he whispered. Then he turned and said, “Yeah, let’s hear it.” We went into an office, and the A&R guy put on Run’s demo tape. There were like five, six records on the tape that Run had laid down. He’d done a record with Slick Rick and a few other people.

I didn’t let the exec see, but I was stunned. Why did Run feel like he needed to do this without telling me? Bad enough that he hadn’t let me put many of my rhymes on our own albums after the first couple of them. I had wanted to leave the group for a long time and I never had, because I didn’t want to let Run and Jay down. This just gave me more of an impetus to go my own way.

I may not have been able to rhyme anymore, but I could still write my ass off. I wish Run could’ve said, “I’m doing this album. Go get your rhyme book.” It could’ve been like what Dr. Dre did with the DOC, the brilliant West Coast MC who lost his voice in a tragic car accident but still wrote for Dre’s label and artists.

Believe me, I got the message. I responded by retreating into myself even more. I intentionally started to separate myself from the group. I didn’t eat at the same restaurants with them no more. I didn’t stay at the same hotels. I was hurt that, for years, they’d been rejecting my lyrical ideas in favor of the shitty music we had been putting out.

I stopped caring. I didn’t want to do anything, didn’t want to go anywhere. I was an emotional wreck. Meanwhile, growing in popularity, rap was becoming more lucrative. Just when I couldn’t rhyme, I would turn on the TV and see my peers using hip-hop to expand their business opportunities. At this point, everybody was doing liquor and clothing companies. I was hearing other rappers say, “When I’m forty years old, I ain’t even going to be rapping anymore.” I was happy for them. It brought me down only when I thought about my situation and began to make comparisons. It depressed me more. More than a few times, I caught myself looking in a mirror, thinking, Oh shit, I’m in my midthirties. Forty is right around the corner for me. What am I going to do?

As I became more of a recluse, I didn’t want no tours. No spot dates. No interviews. No guest appearances. I just wanted to be left the fuck alone. People in and around the group had to beg me to do stuff. “D., just come on out for this. They’re paying us good money.” They’d tell me things like, “Get the money and then be depressed” or “Do it for the people because they want to see you.” The money and fame hadn’t ever been what drove me. I loved hip-hop, loved being able to rhyme and rip stages. I had worked hard, had helped build this amazing kingdom. Now I was feeling like I was about to lose the only job I’d really ever had and was really trained to do. It got so bad that all I wanted to do was sit at home.

There was constant pressure on me to make these public showings. They wanted me to come out and be DMC, but it didn’t matter to them that DMC was only a shell of what he used to be. That’s when it hit me: They’re not letting it go. Fuck my voice problems. They’re going to milk this cow until there’s powdered milk coming out the udders. It was that revelation that drove me into the worst of my depression.

At the time, I didn’t fully understand all the feelings I was grappling with. I knew I was hurt over losing my voice. I was angry and resentful that, in this Run-DMC situation, I was being pushed to do all these things when they knew and I knew that I couldn’t rap anymore. What was the point of dragging me over to Germany or Japan if I couldn’t be who I was, who people expected me to be?

In addition, I felt a void, this sense that even with all that was going wrong there was something else not right in my life that I hadn’t been able to fully understand. There was an emptiness I was feeling that I chalked up to my depression over the voice problems, but it somehow seemed deeper. I was suffering from having stifled myself for so long. I constantly felt as if I were on the verge of either exploding or imploding.

I was tired of the gloom that was fogging my brain; tired of feeling passé and meaningless, tired of worrying day in and day out that all I had worked so hard for was over. I was questioning the whole point of my existence. Am I really just here to be DMC, the King of Rock? And if that’s all there was, I told myself time and again, then that shit was over now. It was just time to move on, not only from MCing, but also from this plane of existence.

I was deeply wounded that nobody seemed to care that I wanted to grow as an artist without being told do this or that. Everybody was saying the same thing: “Fuck it, D., go get the check.” Run, who was starting to get heavily involved in his church back then, would tell me stupid shit like, “Go sit with the bishop.”

The bishop who oversaw Run’s church was about money, too, so I knew what he was going to say. He may talk some shit about “doing it for the people” but really what he means, too, is, “Go get that money.”

I remember telling Erik, “If Run and them really want to do it for the people, then fuck it. Give all the money away. I don’t care if it’s for a million dollars. Give it all to charity.” But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. It was about money, and I was way too wounded to worry about getting paid. Going out there like I was, useless, was painful to me. It hurt. It’s easy to just go along with something, but if it hurts badly to do a thing, then you shouldn’t do it. I often hurt myself to get along with others. I’m social, and social creatures crave acceptance, even if it’s from someone they know who doesn’t respect them. I was as bad for that as anyone.

Money hadn’t stopped me from falling into depression. Money wasn’t able to hold back the thoughts of suicide that had tantalized me for five, six years. Money don’t mean shit if you ain’t right. It got to the point where Run or Russell would call and I wouldn’t even answer. I didn’t want them to even say my name.

Artistically, I was flailing. I didn’t know what I was going to do next, but I couldn’t keep doing what I was doing, because it was tearing me up. I’d reached the point where even when I agreed to go places and do a few show dates, during the off time I had to be as far away from the guys as possible if I was going to function at all. I felt alone and isolated, and I wanted it that way—then I wouldn’t have to try to please anybody.

I knew Jay cared, and I knew other people around me—my best friend, Doug “Butter” Hayes, longtime homeboys like my man Runny Ray, my manager Erik—they cared, too. But I couldn’t completely articulate what I was feeling. I wanted to go through this thing alone. I was trapped between people who just wanted to use me and milk me dry, and friends and family who, although they loved me deeply, couldn’t fathom what I was facing.

Predictably, everyone around me tried to talk that money shit. “Let’s get this check.” We were already getting paid well, but so what? After each show, every tour, I’d wake up still hurting. We were getting six-figure paydays again. When we fell off with Back from Hell in 1990, we probably were getting $12,500, maybe $15,000 a show. Now our lowest payday was 50 or 75 grand. Still, every night I went back to my room and asked the same existential question: “Am I here just to be DMC?” Nobody could understand that money couldn’t fix my larynx. Money didn’t make the group or our label respect my desire or my ability to write, to contribute as more than just a silent partner in Run-DMC.

Near the end of our run, my resentment began to turn into reluctance. I remember back in 2001, they were trying to get me to come to Los Angeles for a video shoot for the Crown Royal single “Rock Show.” I wasn’t even answering the group’s calls. Erik was out there already, so Jay pulled Erik to the side and asked if he could get me on the phone. Knowing how I felt about Jay, Erik agreed to try. I remember sitting with my wife and looking at the phone, my wife telling me, “It’s them.” I replied, “Let it ring.” This was about me asserting myself and finally owning my disdain for how I’d been treated.

When I didn’t pick up, I think Erik called and left me a message. When I called him back, he explained that Jay wanted to talk. I was disappointed in Jay over how some things had unfolded musically, but he was still my man. If it had been anybody else, I would have hung up on Erik’s ass. But it was Jay. I had to hear him out. As we spoke, Jay realized very quickly that trying to lure me with talk about how much money we stood to make wasn’t going to go anywhere. I’m just like, “No, no, no, no . . . I’m not coming.” So he made a more personal plea.

“Would you just do it for me?” he asked. “Don’t do it for the label, don’t do it for the money. Just do it for me.” That got to me. Jay was my man, despite all we were going through. I agreed to show up.

It wasn’t long, though, before everyone on set realized that the DMC who showed up in LA was a different DMC from the one they’d been used to over the years. I wasn’t going to lie and posture for Run-DMC anymore. I was still a mess inside, but I was growing tired of pretending I was what I had been. Even though I was participating in the video, I wasn’t about to act as if I was actually part of the song. When I arrived on set, I told the video director, “Here’s what you’re going to do for the video. I’m standing in the B-boy stance. You’re going to go to Run rhyming; when it comes to the close, you’re going to show me a little bit and go back to Run and then to me.” They were going to have to live with that.

The video director really thought I was going to act like I was in the record. He said, “Can you run around and do . . .”

I cut him off abruptly, “I’m not rhyming on the fuckin’ record!”

He was shook, like, “Oh shit.”

We were done making original material after that. We would continue to tour to get the money, but the forces that had been threatening to pull the group apart for so long won out.

The next two years brought still more heartache—death, family turmoil, recording setbacks—that saw many of my worst feelings intensify. The turning point came in Las Vegas in 2004. After attending a show, I went back to my room at Caesars Palace and downed an entire fifth of cognac in a matter of hours, all by myself. Staring at that empty bottle, I realized just how silly I had become in my desperation. Here I was with a life that few could even dream of, rich and famous, blessed with a loving family and great friends, and I had allowed my inability to get a handle on my feelings to threaten it all. I wasn’t just tired anymore; depression had exhausted me. I wanted to get off the emotional tilt-a-whirl and to find my way out of the shell where I’d spent the past few years.

In 2004, I enrolled in alcohol rehab, an experience that taught me to deal with not just my drinking, but also with the repression and the overeagerness to please that had defined my life. With the emotional work I did in rehab and the constant love and support I was getting at home, I began to recover. After years of wallowing in self-pity and frustration over my ailments, I now knew that a new phase of my life was coming. I was looking ahead to considerations of what I could do next.

I told the group up front that I wasn’t interested in recording another single note of the music we were doing. I had grown tired of participating in a process in which I constantly felt overlooked and devalued. I wasn’t in hiding anymore, and I wasn’t going to bite my tongue any longer. My vocal cords may have been traumatized, but rehab had given me the tools to finally find my inner voice. After a while, the group understood that Run’s shit-talking was for naught in trying to convince me to do anything. I was a different person and they had to approach me differently.

I had had enough of making records as a member of Run-DMC anyway. I was getting off that treadmill and no one was going to stop me this time. Run was doing his own thing. Jay was doing his own thing. I was still unsure of myself, my direction, whether I could build a life after Run-DMC. I wanted to try, though. I realized that I wasn’t ready to die—but for me to live right, I’d have to counteract the misguided thinking that had driven me to my lowest point. It meant embracing and building on some of the hard truths about how I’d fallen so far.
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