Quick Facts:
Name: Renée DuPree
Position at UChicago:
Associate Director of Administration, Office of International Affairs
Why she wanted to be involved in this campaign:
"My immediate reaction was to be involved in this campaign because I wanted
to share the story of my mental health struggles in spite of my success at
UChicago. I wanted to let individuals dealing any sort of mental health disorder
know that they are not alone; there may be a peer, professor, or staff member
at UChicago who can relate to their struggle. In addition, I believe that sharing
my experience and knowledge is part of my healing process. It was time to
come out of the shadows of shame and be proud of my accomplishments on
all levels! My hope is that someone will be inspired to seek help and not have
to experience all the pain I did. The earlier mental health challenges are
addressed the earlier and individual can embrace the beauty of life and truly
live."
Favorite way to unwind:
"My favorite way to unwind is to watch comedies on television…the sillier the
better. This way I do not take myself or life too seriously. Laughter makes me
feel so much better and alive. Laughter from the center of my being is
necessary for excellent mental health."

What candy bar she would be and why:
"The candy bar I would like to be is a Hersey chocolate bar. After
acknowledging, seeking help, and committing to working on my mental
health disorders, the Hersey milk chocolate bar represents how my life is
now. My life is not perfect, but I know I am equipped to deal with anything
that comes my way, because of the skills I gained by committing to heal. My
life has the richness of the Hersey chocolate bar and the comfort and
satisfaction I get when I have achieved a healthy state of emotional and
mental health."
Full Story:
“Throughout my life, I have never felt that I fit in anywhere, so I spent most of
my time trying to change myself to be accepted by others, but it never
occurred to me to accept myself first until later in my journey. I did not relate
to my mom, because she was short and petite, with fine curly hair and a
warm tan complexion. On the other hand, I was tall, skinny, with coarse, curly
hair and with creamy mocha skin tone. I am the oldest of five siblings and the
only girl. I was certain that this was not my family because I could not relate
to anyone, nor was I able to relate to my peers once I went to school. Being
held back in first grade left an indelible impression on my consciousness that
I was stupid, which was not the case, but it was the conclusion I subscribed to
believing that was why I failed first grade. Never did it occur to me that I was
held back, until one therapist brought this to my attention.
In high school, I went to one dance and no proms, but I attended one prom
picnic as a freshman, and that was a disaster. Being emotionally immature
was not an ingredient for successful high school relationships. While away at
college, I sought out help from mental health services because I was severely
depressed and suicidal. The psychologist I ended up seeing said he was
depressed, too. Feeling confused and discouraged, I had no clue where I
could find help. I never completed my undergraduate studies, because
depressing and suicidal thoughts kept me occupied for decades.
It was not until 2005 that I had a steady boyfriend, which was an emotionally,
financially, and mentally abusive relationship. Having no example of healthy
romantic relationships, and feeling painfully uncomfortable around available,
emotionally healthy guys, I always chose the abusive men. It was not until I
was 60 years old that I had my first healthy romantic relationship, which, in
the next few years, will result in marriage.

How did I go from being anxious, depressed, anorexic, body dysmorphic, selfharming, self-medicating, and then recovering from it all? The way I was able
to overcome this was from being sick and tired of feeling this deep pain, and
with commitment, determination, focus and hard work! Recovery happened
in consistently small steps over many, many years. My healing journey was
the most difficult work I have ever done, but also the most rewarding work I
have ever done, and continue to do.
You too can heal!
Thinking back, I am unable to remember a time when I was content, happy,
and where I was not uptight and on guard. Emotional, mental, and sexual
abuse was the theme that repeated in my life for decades, and with therapy,
and the healing that occurred as a result of therapy, I will not let this happen
to me ever again.
During my early twenties through my middle to late 50s, I awakened each
day wanting to die. I thought of suicide as a way to relieve the pain, and then
I used migraine medication to numb the pain from an abusive relationship.
When I realized what I was doing, I sought help at Little Company of Mary,
Behavioral Health program for addiction and mental health.
My career at UChicago began at age 25. While I was impressed with the
institution, I was not as impressed as I may have been, had I began
employment possessing a mentally and emotionally healthy state. I was
depressed and extremely grateful to have a job. In the 38 years, I have
worked here, 32 of those years were riddled with anxiety, depression, and
extreme self-hatred.
Therapy for me began here at the University of Chicago, where I received
cognitive therapy and DBT (dialectical behavioral therapy). At one point,
electric shock therapy was a consideration, but after doing extensive
research, I declined. Yes, medication is a part of my regime. With each mode
of therapy, I peeled away layers of dysfunction, not unlike peeling away
layers of an onion. Each time, I thought all my problems were going to
forever be solved, but I was so wrong in my thinking. Today, I know better.

It is a journey to a better place, and I learned to develop coping and problemsolving skills to handle any problem that now comes my way.
At one point, I began spiraling down while with my therapist, and she had me
admitted to the University’s emergency room to be observed until a bed was
available at McNeal’s mental health facility. I was too scared to go and more
frightened to not go. Being admitted allowed me to take a break from the
insanity I was exposed to each day, and an opportunity to take a step back to
assess my entire life. Acknowledging I was in an abusive relationship was
clear, but even with clarity I was unable to fully let go of the pain and the
abusive relationship. I was also in a recovery program at Little Company of
Mary (LCM) for pain medication addiction, and I had to take a break from
that, too.
For 14 days, I was relieved from carrying the world on my shoulders. I
observed people in worse mental health than me, so I thought mine was not
so bad. Wrong! My condition was pretty bad because I was still in denial!
Upon my return to out-patient recovery, I was only able to peel back another
layer, which seemed to be insignificant. I had no clue as to the dysfunction of
my situation. One great thing that came out of my stint at rehab was meeting
my current partner. He and I are still great friends, and we plan to marry in
the next year or two.
After my time at LCM, I obsessed over the flaws in my romantic relationship,
and I could not let go. My warped thinking was that this was only man who
loved me, when in reality he was never able to love me. He criticized how I
dressed, how I wore my hair, and he played emotional and mental mind
games with me. While I thought I could find a way to please him, the reality
was I became more enraged and disappointed in myself. I was still suicidal
and filled with extreme anxiety. My meals consisted of negative emotions,
negative thoughts, and disparaging inner dialogue with myself. (The things I
felt, said, and thought to myself were things I never thought of anyone, even
about people who deserved it.) I believed I was destined to a life of “Hell on
Earth.”

Finally, five years later, after leaving the LCM and after years of therapy, I
realized that I had an eating disorder, and I was body dysmorphic. I was
sitting at work obsessing over my body as to whether or not I as too big or
too thin, which turned into rage, abusive thoughts, and self-harm. I searched
for ways to lose weight quickly and be what I thought was healthy. Here were
some of my thoughts:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

I am fat
I am stupid.
I am ugly.
If I fast, I will lose weight quickly, and then all will be well.
Only if I can eat a raw food diet after the fast, I will be perfect.
I hate myself and I want to die.
I can’t make it…I want to die.
The world will be better without me.
No one really loves me.
How can I be perfect without being skinny?
I am as big as a Beluga whale.
I am hungry, and if I eat, I am a fat pig.
I must eat the raw food diet, so that I can be 100% healthy.

On October 27, 2013, I began my recovery from the eating disorder. Yes, I
was always the oldest one in the intensive evening outpatient program, and
yet, age, color, religion, gender, or anything else made a difference in the
program. Many University students were there, which I was unaware of in the
beginning. Each of us were hurting, and most of us in the same way. We
were not unique, no one was worse than the other, even though when
beginning the eating disorder program, we all thought we were the worst.
My time in the program ended in mid-to-late December, and then I
maintained weekly appointments with a nutritionist, therapist, and a
psychiatrist. For months, I went to the therapist two times per week, until I
felt I was ready to meet with my therapist once per week. I committed to
treatment as though it was a matter of life or death, which it truly was at the
time. I cannot say it was easy, nor can I say I knew the outcome. All I knew is
that I had a terrible relationship with food. Rather than eat food, I

ate my emotions without chewing them. I swallowed them whole, and I got
full on them. At the time, I did not know what I was doing. I only knew I was
full, and I had no energy nor appetite.
Only through intense therapy, and the deep desire to change my life, was I
able to identify emotions and feel them in order to heal. I requested that my
support team be honest with me because I could not take hints. I did not
want to assume, and I knew I was able to accept the truth.
October 27, 2019 will make 6 years I have been on this journey, and the
eating disorder was the result of something deeper:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
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·

Being neglected
Boundaries being violated
Not believing I deserved the space I occupied, nor the air I breathed
Not believing I deserved to receive goodness
Intense hurt which turned into rage
Trauma
Post –Traumatic-Stress Disorder
Sexual abuse
Emotional abuse
Mental abuse
Financial abuse
Misuse of power of those in a position of authority

Healing and recovery from decades of abuse, addiction, anger, anxiety, body
dysmorphic, depression, disordered eating, fear of living, rage, self-hatred,
self-punishment, and suicidal thoughts was possible due to letting go and
jumping into the deep end of the pool, even when I did not know how to
swim. Having the support of my classmates in “swimming class,” I jumped in
and floated to the top slowly. While floating to the top, I experienced the
most beautiful feelings and sights. It all happened in slow motion and is
forever imprinted my consciousness profoundly. This is how you will view
your healing, once you are comfortable and healthy.

One important thing I learned from therapy is that I am a precious gem and
so are others. When I feel good about myself, I want to share my happiness
with others. I see the positive first, rather than the negative. Seeking out a
solution to a challenge comes first rather than blaming myself or others.
Sharing a positive word with others when I sense they are down makes me
feel better, especially on the days I do not feel my best.
Please know that no matter how bad you believe your circumstances are,
there is always worse. You are not unique in your problems, and because you
are a precious gem, your journey is uniquely yours. Trust there are
counseling professionals that are there to guide you through the process. If
you start and quit, forgive yourself and start again. At times, you may have
to take the time to find a therapist that you work well with. Be honest with
yourself when working with your therapist. Instruct your therapist to be
honest and straightforward with you. Take the therapist on at any time you
feel disrespected, especially when he/she is always behind schedule. Let
him/her know you do not trust him/her. You have rights when working with
your therapist. There are boundaries that should never be crossed between
patient and therapist.
Always believe you deserve to be emotionally healthy, no matter what your
critical voice tells you. Be consistent, be determined, commit to healing, and
do not let any situation or anyone interfere with your healing. It is never too
late!!!!
Healing is possible.
Happiness always.”

