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Dear Reader,

Thank you for joining us on the journey to Being Seen. I do 

hope that you enjoy the experience! If  you are moved to do so, 

I would be honored by your support in the form of  an honest 

review on Amazon.com after you have completed the book.



View the Trailer for Being Seen

https://www.beingseenbook.com/book-trailer/
https://www.beingseenbook.com/book-trailer/
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For my mother, and the woman she was.

For my partner, and the woman she is.

For my daughter, and the woman she is becoming.





I meet them at retreats and seminars all 

around the world, and in the majority of  

cases, they had no advanced knowledge that 

I would be offering portrait sessions at the 

event. When they choose to work with me, 

it is often a last-minute decision that is made 

in spite of  not feeling prepared.

To that end, there are no makeup artists, 

hair stylists, photo assistants, or stylists 

involved with 99% of  the photos you will 

find in this book. 

Retouching is minimal, and restricted to 

removing a few stray hairs and transient 

blemishes. Scars, wrinkles, bumps and 

bulges are unapologetically present.

These women are brave. 

These women are real. 

These women are beautiful.

And so, please...

Keep sending me the women who show 

up shaking, or crying. Keep sending me 

the women who begin their photo session 

by listing the ten things they hate about 

themselves. Keep sending me the women 

who insist that their beautiful days are well 

behind them. 



Keep sending me the women who say “I 

look ugly when I don’t smile” as well as those 

who say “I look ugly when I do smile.” 

Send me the women who hate cameras, 

photographers, and being photographed. 

Send me the triggered, the angry, and the 

skeptical. 

Send me the traumatized, the wounded, 

and the abused. 

Send them all to me. 

They are my reason.





Her eyes were wide, her heart was open, 

and her world was flooded with promises. 

She liked rock music and climbing trees. She 

danced wildly and made silly faces. 

She made her own music. 

When she felt something that made her 

heart race, she embraced it. When she 

needed to be heard, she spoke. When she 

was sad, she let the tears come. When she 

was happy, her smile was quick and bright.

She can’t put her finger on the day the 

world began to break its promises…or 

perhaps she can. It may have started the day 

her mother told her she was ugly, or when 

her father passed away. It could have been 

delivered by the betraying hands of  her 

uncle, or by the sharp, wounding words of  

the girls she went to school with.

She didn’t simply disappear all at once, 

climbing very high and sitting very still at 

the top of  her favorite tree as the world 

passed below. No. It wasn’t like that at all. 

She did it slowly. Bit by bit, and piece by 

piece, she disappeared. 

The more pieces she hid, the less 

dangerous the world felt. 



The more pieces she hid, the less the 

world felt her...

...and no one noticed, including herself.











Contained within every woman is a 

dazzling array of  qualities, or—as I refer 

to them in my work—“Facets.” Some 

of  these are tangible; others prove more 

elusive. Often, these same Facets appear 

to contradict one another and can play 

out in intriguing ways. For instance, she 

can be powerful and vulnerable, fierce and 

nurturing, spiritual and sensual. 

Whatever the case, there exists an infinite 

number of  facets that magically arrange 

themselves into her unique feminine 

essence. They shift and morph from 

moment to moment, situation to situation, 

creating a dynamic, swirling palette of  depth 

and color that cannot be pinned down as 

one “convenient” definition of  Her.

Over time, however, most women lose 

contact with any number of  these facets. 

Some facets become neglected…forgotten 

as she takes care of  everything and everyone 

around her. One day she might wake up and 

wonder where her sense of  adventure has 

gone, or her playfulness, or her curiosity.





Other times, these facets are suppressed 

due to judgments picked up from the 

environment in which she was raised. 

She may believe vulnerability is a sign of  

weakness, or that in order to be powerful, 

she must be masculine, or that her 

outspoken nature is disrespectful.

Still other times, certain facets are shoved 

deep inside due to trauma, unkind words, 

failed relationships, or especially violence. 

In these cases, “Being Seen” is often the 

same as “Being in Danger” and so layer is 

laid upon layer is laid upon layer until the 

playfulness, curiosity, vulnerability, sexuality, 

or outspoken nature, become buried deep 

within herself.

In my work as a photographer, I strive  

to provide every woman with a safe place to 

shed those layers and rediscover those facets 

again. Through reclaiming and revealing her 

full range of  facets, she achieves symmetry, 

clarity, and brilliance, like a diamond in the 

light.

This is when she shines brightest. 

This is what the world needs from her—

and from you.



Something made you pick up this book. 

If  you’re drawn to this work, chances are 

you’re a spiritually conscious person. As 

such, I’m sure you try to see others with 

compassion. We try not to judge. We try to 

make non-judgment our daily practice. Some 

days are easier than others. 

But let me ask you this…

Do you practice the same non-judgment 

and compassion when you look in the 

mirror?

Chances are, you sometimes say cruel 

things to your reflection that you would 

never dream of  saying to one of  your 

girlfriends, or to your mother, or your 

daughter, or even a stranger.

We can blame family, men, society, our 

culture, the fashion industry, the cosmetics 

industry, the advertising industry, and on 

and on and on (and “they” do bear a great 

deal of  responsibility for this problem) but 

the fact of  the matter is, it all comes down 

to the moment when you look into that 

mirror and say to yourself, 

“You’re so _______________.”





What’s behind this often negative 

reaction? After speaking to thousands of  

women all over the world, I’ve come to 

believe that what this archetypal woman 

dislikes seeing in the mirror is precisely this 

judgmental self  staring back at her. This 

is a reflection that, over time, has been 

distorted by her family, by the men in her 

life, by society, by her culture, by the beauty 

industry, and yes, by the women around her 

who are suffering from the same enormous 

pressures to be somehow “more.”

Scanning her body through this 

appropriated judgment, she ponders “a 

bulge here” and “a wrinkle there,” all the 

various perceived defects she’s been told 

make her less beautiful and ultimately, less 

valuable. Then she scans back to her face 

and sees her cruel self  looking back.

“You’re so fat,” she tells herself. “And so 

old.”

She tells the person looking back at her 

that she has no value.

“You aren’t enough.” She says, echoing 

both the real and perceived judgments of  

the world around her.



When someone points a camera at her, the 

voice becomes louder. Screaming. Drowning 

everything else out. Having her photograph 

taken can create a spiral of  self-doubt. The 

over-active, worrying, judging mind often 

goes into overdrive, especially when this 

witness—a camera—is introduced to the 

moment.

“Let’s see. Point my toe. Is there food in 

my teeth? Oh my god, I was supposed to 

get my roots dyed last week. Why did I have 

that piece of  pizza for lunch? This is going 

to look terrible! Is this photo going to end 

up on Facebook? They better not tag me. 

I really need to go to the gym. Why was I 

cursed with my mother’s nose?”

Why does the judging mind go into 

overdrive? Because the image many women 

believe is about to be captured forever (and 

subsequently posted and tagged on social 

media) is the image she saw when she woke 

up that morning and declared herself  “not 

enough.” Then she spent the day hearing the 

same messages from the world around her.

She struggles to maintain control over the 

outcome, which only makes things worse 

because it’s impossible to be both fully 

embodied and to simultaneously recall every 

cruel judgment she has about herself. 





What happens when this voice is quieted? 

What arises in the still silence when we leave 

the echo chamber of  our self-judging mind? 

Who will appear when the reflection is one of  

acceptance, or even kindness? 

In giving herself  permission to be vulnerable 

in a safe, loving, non-judgmental photo 

session, she finds the layers falling away. She 

turns from those judgmental influences—her 

ex, her mother, the beauty industry, etc.—and 

leans into what “they” may not want her to 

find; her voice, her freedom, her power. This 

is what I capture in the photographs.

Why don’t they want her to find this space? 

The answer is the same for all of  us. The 

moment we realize that we are enough—just 

as we are—we stop relying on them for value 

and they lose control of  us.

YOU ARE ENOUGH.

When she embraces the fact that she is 

enough—perhaps even accepting the great 

truth of  being more than enough—this is the 

moment when each woman shows up as her 

truest self, free of  judgment. She is beautiful.



“I can’t believe that’s me,” she says, 

looking at the image on the back of  my 

camera.

Now the photo is the reflection. When 

I see my client with love, non-judgment, 

and deep compassion, and then I reveal 

this image BACK to her, she is confronted 

with her own capacity for beauty. She 

is essentially forced to see herself  free 

of  judgment. Sometimes there is even 

resistance, at first, because this requires an 

acceptance of  her own feminine power.

But when it is accepted and owned...the 

blossoming, the tears, the moment of  self-

acceptance and love is profound.

By taking control of  that lens, I show 

these women how beautiful they truly are  —

free of  artifice. 

“I am a strong, warm woman with a 

sense of  humor.”

“I am a passionate, determined, 

vulnerable woman who will prevail.”

“I am a beautiful, soft woman with a 

scandalous streak.”





Through the course of  working with 

many hundreds of  women, I have heard 

many hundreds of  stories. While each of  

these stories is as unique as a fingerprint, 

they are also as ubiquitous. We all have 

them. I may hear these stories in the days or 

weeks leading up to our time together, or in 

a flurry of  words as we’re about to begin, 

or during a time of  quiet reflection at the 

end of  the session, or even in the months or 

years following the session. 

There are often heartbreaking stories of  

trauma, detailing the moments when the 

world became a dangerous place. There are 

also inspirational stories of  survival and 

triumph, outlining the journey from being 

in hiding to truly being seen. In every case, 

I stand in awe of  the strength, beauty, and 

resilience of  the Divine Feminine.

This book tells some of  their stories and 

affirms the power of  being seen. This is 

their book. This is your book. This book is 

my homage to the feminine, fully embraced.

But this book, by necessity, is also my 

book. I’ve come to this moment in my life 

neither by accident nor coincidence. I sit 

down with my photographs and my words 

and I realize that I cannot tell the story of  

these women and the magic that happens 



during a session without telling the 

story of  my Self. This is not the 

book I set out to write, but rather 

the book that flooded from me after 

reflecting upon more than a decade of  

witnessing the Divine Feminine in all 

its glory.

Yes, this book is about women, but 

the story cannot be told without the 

story of  a man, and a boy, and the man 

that boy may yet become.



















There is the brief, magical moment when the dawn reveals 

all the secrets of  the world around…when the beauty of  

the land reaches its full potential and declares itself  in the 

morning light. 

Your joy is the dawn, and your Self…the vista. 

I am the witness, waiting for your sun to rise.





When we think of  the most significant, 

life-changing moments, we usually think 

of  big events (like having a child) or big 

decisions, (like moving across country for 

a new job.) But sometimes a life-changing 

moment can be small and fierce and quiet, 

and we may not realize just how important 

that moment was until we look back on it 

from a distance.

In late 2004, a woman named Sarah hired 

me to conduct a boudoir photo session for 

her. (This form of  photography requires a 

great deal of  courage and vulnerability on 

the part of  my clients as they express their 

sensual essence on camera.) But the night 

before Sarah and I were supposed to have 

our photo session, I received an email from 

her.

SUBJECT: I NEED TO ASK YOU SOMETHING

Don,

I’m a breast cancer survivor. I’ve had a double 
mastectomy, and I don’t feel like a woman 
anymore. 

Do you still want to do this?

Sarah



I’d love to tell you that I didn’t hesitate, 

but the fact of  the matter is, I did hesitate. I 

stopped and I asked myself…

“Do you still want to do this?”

“Can you still do this?”

Two years prior to this, my mother had a 

double mastectomy. She did not survive. It’s 

difficult to describe the jumble of  thoughts 

that poured into my brain at that moment. It 

was an avalanche of  questions that my mind 

couldn’t make sense of.

But one thought did crystallize. I realized 

that if  I responded and said, “No, I don’t 

want to do this anymore,” I would have 

been confirming for Sarah that she was no 

longer a woman.

I knew that this was not true.

Was my mother any less of  a woman from 

the time of  her double mastectomy until the 

time of  her death?

No.

And so I said, “Yes, I will see you 

tomorrow…”



From the moment I clicked SEND on that 

email until the moment I knocked on that 

hotel room door, I was terrified. I wasn’t 

afraid of  Sarah. I was afraid of  what she 

was asking of  me. I was afraid because she 

wasn’t asking me for what I knew I could 

provide—gorgeous photos. She was asking 

me for something much larger than that. It 

was right there in her email…

“…and I don’t feel like a woman anymore. 

Do you still want to do this?”

She was asking me if  I thought I could 

make her feel whole again.

Could I? 

I sat in my car outside of  that hotel just 

before the session, feeling the weight of  

that question as time shrank and squeezed 

around me until there just wasn’t any more 

of  it.

I knocked on the door and went in.

When I raised my camera to my eye and 

began photographing Sarah, I realized that 

something magical was happening; I was 

seeing her—witnessing her—through a new 

lens.



This was a lens of  non-judgment.  

This was a lens of  deep, deep compassion. 

This was the Lens of  Love.

When I showed the photos to Sarah, she 

truly saw herself.

She saw herself  as sexy.

She saw herself  as whole.

She saw herself  as a woman.

I didn’t fully comprehend it at that 

moment, but I had just found the purpose 

not simply of  my work, but of  my life.

To heal. To make whole.

In my mind, the purpose of  a 

photographer is not to “make beautiful” 

but to reveal the inherent beauty that exists 

within every person.

Nowadays, I have a sort of  ritual that I 

go through before every photo session. 

Through a simple meditation, I let go of  

all expectations connected to the photo 

session. I trust myself—guided by the 

divine—to find what has been lost, to 

witness what has been hidden, and to reveal 

that inherent beauty. Unknowingly, I had 

begun developing this routine as I sat in the 



parking lot wondering how I was going to 

answer that call for Sarah.

And now—over a decade later—I look 

back and realize that this is my reason for 

standing on this planet with a camera in my 

hand; to witness the survivor, and to share 

the incredible, healing power of  Being Seen.



























I squinted at the young soldier in the 

photo, longing to know him.

Fear defined his features and gave him 

shape, but it wasn’t the expected fear 

of  what may come. This was the thick, 

clinging fear of  what is and it covered him 

from head to toe. It smeared across his 

army uniform and sucked at his combat 

boots. The heavy bandoliers slung over his 

shoulders pressed him down into a blurry, 

black and white world. Exhausted, he 

furrowed his brow and looked up, hair slick 

and black with dripping rain. One of  his 

buddies snapped the picture. 

I turned it over in my hands.

HERB

KOREA, 1951 

I put the photo back in the straw-colored 

tweed box, and lit a joint. 

“I’ve seen this box before,” I thought. 

I closed my eyes and exhaled. 

My mind floated to the day—probably 

about eight years earlier—when I first found 

the tweed hatbox with the brass clasps. 



With my active imagination and penchant 

for exploration, I was never bored as a 

child. My usual solo adventure consisted of  

avoiding the carpet in the living room, which 

was after all, molten lava, bubbling and 

raging and waiting to consume me if  I dare 

touch it. And so I leapt from couch to chair, 

chair to end table, end table to recliner, and 

then hopped down once very quickly to the 

area rug (which was a flat rock amidst the 

river of  lava) and bounded to the closet in 

the back corner. 

We didn’t have much growing up, but 

whatever treasures we had always seemed 

to be kept in a collection of  dusty boxes 

stacked at the back of  any one of  the 

many closets in the house. So far, the 

treasures in the front room closet were 

far less interesting than what I’d found in 

my mother’s bedroom closet the weekend 

before. But that day I dug into the front 

room closet, and that’s when I found it…a 

tweed hatbox with tarnished brass clasps. 

Most of  the boxes I’d found so far were of  

the cardboard variety, so I knew this was 

going to be good. I dragged it out into the 

middle of  the living room and flipped open 

the clasps and popped the top off. 



And there was my father.

Well, not literally my father, but rather the 

artifacts that he left behind. A kind of  proof  

of  his existence that I’d not come across 

before. The first thing I noticed was the 

camera. Silver and black. So many buttons 

and dials. Strange words and numbers and 

symbols stamped into the metal. 

I lifted it—so heavy in my small hands—

and looked through the viewfinder. I saw 

the dust floating in the shafts of  light 

coming through the high windows on the 

front door. I never noticed that dust before, 

or those shafts of  light. I turned my head, 

my eye, the camera, and followed the river 

of  dust and sunlight across the room to 

where it fell on my grandmother’s quilt 

draped over the couch. I never noticed the 

patterns of  that quilt before. I never noticed 

the colors in the sunlight. I never noticed 

the way the red yarn looked almost hot to 

the touch. Through the lens, I spotted a rip 

in the couch cushions, with brown loops of  

thread unraveling and spilling down around 

the yellowing foam that ruptured from the 

gash. I’d never noticed the odd threads 

where someone had tried to mend it with a 

color that didn’t match. 



I turned some dials and pushed some 

buttons. Click. I pushed the same button 

again. Nothing. Uh oh. I must have broken 

it. Though I knew no one else was home, I 

looked around to make sure there were no 

witnesses. I was a clumsy, curious boy, so 

this was not unfamiliar territory. “Step two” 

was always to hide the evidence, so back in 

the box it went. 

I grabbed the next thing that caught my 

eye. It was a bulky, heavy, weathered and 

worn brown envelope, closed with a string 

wrapped around a cherry red button. 

I dumped its contents onto the carpet. 

Two long, blue, padded boxes. I flipped one 

open, and…whoa. Real treasure. A military 

medal. A purple, heart-shaped medallion 

hung from purple ribbon edged in white. 

In the center of  the medallion was the 

raised relief  of  an old man in profile…a 

uniformed soldier. 

I opened the second box and found an 

identical purple, heart-shaped medallion. 

Score. 

I put the medals in my pocket and put 

the boxes back in the envelope and put the 



envelope back in the tweed box.

There was a stack of  letters in the box, all 

written in that fancy loopy way that seemed 

to be a code that grownups used. Boring. 

Tossed those back in. Next was a stack of  

black and white photos. Soldiers…older 

guys with guns. Kinda cool, but…boring. 

Tossed those back in, closed up the box, put 

the box back in the closet, and went to my 

room to study the treasure I’d kept. 

I took the medals to school the next day 

to impress the other kids. It worked. The 

older kids were so impressed that they 

knocked me down and took them away 

from me. 

Break camera. Check. Lose medals. Check. 

I hoped Mom would never notice. She 

didn’t. 

Years later, here I was again, still bored 

and alone in the same house, staring into 

the same tweed box, but now it was up here 

in the attic where I often retreated to get 

high. Mom must have moved it when her 

boyfriend moved in for a while a few years 

ago. I didn’t really recognize the box at first, 

but when I opened it and saw the camera it 

all came back to me. The mesmerizing dials 

with all those strange numbers. The words 



stamped into the metal made sense to me 

now. It was a Leica Rangefinder, made in 

Germany.

By this time, I knew my way around a 

camera a bit. I inhaled and wondered if  

it still worked. I wound it and pressed the 

shutter. Nothing. I wound it again. Click. A 

good sign. I exhaled a cloud of  smoke into 

the center of  the room. 

I picked up the stack of  black and white 

photos and shuffled through them again. 

The men with guns weren’t men after all. 

They were boys. Boys only a bit older than 

me, it seemed. Boys in uniform. Wet, muddy 

boys with weary, forced smiles. Boys with 

rifles and radios. There was a skinny dark-

haired kid again, enormous bandoliers of  

ammunition slung over his shoulders, the 

weight seeming to press his boots down 

into the mud. His face was a little blurry, 

but familiar. I looked in the mirror that was 

propped against the wall. 

Hmmm. I was a little blurry, too. 

This was good weed. 

My hair was lighter than the hair of  the 

weary soldier, but yeah, everything else—the 

forehead, the nose, the jaw. 



Yes. Maybe. 

I looked in the mirror again. We shared 

the same haunted look, I thought. We shared 

the same burning desire to be somewhere 

else—ANYWHERE ELSE. Fear was our 

clear bond. He also looked so impossibly 

tired, liked he’d marched well beyond his 

own capabilities. His tank was dry. 

I shuffled through the remaining photos 

until I saw him again. This time he was a bit 

cleaned up. His uniform was threadbare, but 

neat. His arms dangled around the necks of  

two uniformed buddies. He was sporting 

that familiar easy grin that I’d grown to love 

during his sporadic visits over the past few 

years. I wondered if  I would have been able 

to spot his gold tooth if  this had been a 

color photo. Did he have it back then? 

But his eyes…big and black, the corners 

wrinkled with the smile, staring back 

through the camera from an outpost in 

Korea, back through my own eyes and 

through the back of  my head and on and 

on, searching for some lost thing. 

Decades would pass before I recognized 

the face of  PTSD, and by then the boy from 

the photos would be dead. 



I left the attic, the box, the photos, and my 

father, behind. 

I kept the camera.



















My studio was set up in a banquet room 

in a hotel near Dublin, Ireland, and I was 

working with participants from a women’s 

conference that was being conducted that 

weekend. I took a little extra time setting 

up the lights and taking test photos so 

that Michela could get used to the mobile 

studio…the backdrops, the gear, the flashing 

lights. I started slowly, spoke softly, joked 

with her a bit, but still I could feel her fear 

through the lens.

Then her tears came…quietly at first, as 

they often do. I’m usually able to gently walk 

my clients through what they’re feeling and 

bring them out the other side to try to again, 

but this time the quiet tears snowballed into 

uncontrollable sobs, and I knew the session 

was over.

“It’s okay, Michela,” I said as I pulled two 

chairs aside for us. “We’re not going to have 

a photo session today, so don’t worry about 

that part anymore. Sit with me.”

After some time, the tears began to 

subside, and I asked her if  she wanted to 

share what she was feeling.

“I hired a photographer to take my 

portraits a few years ago,” she explained in 

a Slovenian accent. “Halfway through the 



session, he stopped and told me that he was 

ending the session early. He said that he 

couldn’t get a good photo of  me because I 

am not photogenic.”

It took me a moment to process this, 

just as it is probably taking you a moment 

to process this. This was a photographer 

ending a photo session early and informing 

the subject that they are not photogenic. 

“Well, that’s bullshit,” I responded quietly. 

“He couldn’t do his job, so he assigned his 

failure to you.”

She explained that she’s been avoiding 

having her photo taken ever since that day, 

years before.

Can you imagine how difficult it would 

be to feel so terrified of  having your photo 

taken in a world where photos are constantly 

being taken and posted to the Internet?

Perhaps you can.

I assured Michela that this day was an 

enormous win for her.

“You should be really proud of  yourself, 

actually,” I explained. “In spite of  that 

trauma, and in spite of  the fact that you 



have been in deep hiding for years, you 

spoke to me, you hired me, and you showed 

up today. That’s huge.”

“I have one open spot tomorrow.” I 

continued. “If  you want to try again, I’d love 

to. I know we can get there.”

She arrived fifteen minutes early and used 

the extra time to meditate, getting out of  her 

head and instead focusing on the source of  

her feminine energy and surrendering to it.

When I walked into the studio, there she 

stood under the lights. 

She was strong. She was soft. 

She was unmovable. She was fluid. 

She’d found that elusive space where 

vulnerability deepens and builds upon itself  

until it becomes absolute and undeniable 

power.

She turned to me…



...and she danced.





















People often ask me how long I’ve been 

a photographer. That simple question has 

a complicated answer. The short version is: 

since 1981.

I was thirteen years old that summer, and 

the youngest of  five children. The next 

oldest child was my brother, Jim, twenty 

years old. He’d packed some clothes and 

found his way to the Florida Keys that 

spring, and was down there painting signs 

for a living and, I assumed, getting really 

high. Bill, twenty-two, decided to join the 

army, and was stationed in Korea while his 

wife, Dawn, was back in Indiana and eight 

months pregnant. My sister, Cindy, was 

twenty-three. She was on the back of  her 

boyfriend’s motorcycle somewhere in the 

Ozarks as they enjoyed a cross-country trip 

together. Steve, the oldest at twenty-five, had 

started his own family with his wife, Deb, 

and they were enjoying time with their one 

year old son—my first nephew, Brandon.

Me? That summer, I was exactly where I 

longed to be.

My father had been gone since I was five, 

and our contact in the intervening years 

was limited to precious few phone calls, 

annual Christmas visits to my paternal 

grandmother’s house in the country, and a 



good portion of  each summer spent at that 

same little house in Bourbon, Indiana.

The summer of  1981 was different. 

That summer— the last summer of  my 

childhood—my father and I took a cross-

country road trip. It had been four or five 

long years since I’d first come across him in 

the tweed hatbox at the back of  the closet, 

and the boy I had been was beginning to 

learn a little more about the man he was. 

He wasn’t the sum of  an arbitrary box 

of  stuff  anymore. He was real. He was 

handsome. His skin was warm and tan, and 

his jaw was eternally rough with stubble. He 

wore too much English Leather cologne. 

He drove like a maniac. He could recite 

most of  Hamlet, and tried to teach me to 

speak Latin, and to play chess and tennis. He 

would read and write hieroglyphics. He had 

very little common sense, and often put us 

in exciting and dangerous situations. 

He also wasn’t the hazy, fearful memory 

that would visit me later in life. He was 

curious about me. He was testing me. He 

would read me problems from his MENSA 

books, and on the occasion I was able to 

sort out a correct answer, he would smile 

broadly and laugh with surprise and tell me 

how smart I was. 





I loved him, and I wanted him to love me, 

and to see value in me. I don’t know that I 

ever craved anything more in my life. I think 

he knew that. I know he knew that.

But for now, there was a sweet spot that 

was simply a boy and his father, making 

their way across the country together. 

We traveled from South Bend, Indiana to 

Chicago, Illinois, then on to Grand Island, 

Nebraska, Fort Collins, Colorado, Bryce 

Canyon, Utah, Grand Canyon, Arizona, 

Los Angeles, California, and back again. 

We did the whole trip in a really shitty little 

hatchback car with no air conditioning. We 

didn’t stay in a hotel even once during the 

entire trip.

We borrowed my eldest brother’s Canon 

AE-1—a pretty fancy camera in its day—

and packed dozens of  rolls of  slide film in 

a cooler. I read the camera manual as we 

drove across the Great Plains, sorting out 

the mysteries of  depth of  field and aperture. 

My father had gone to photography school 

sometime after he returned from the Korean 

War, and he would answer my questions and 

give me practical demonstrations when we 

stopped to get gas or buy snacks.



Still, I think the camera understood me 

more than I understood it. Looking back, I 

can see that it was a way for me to reduce 

a world I didn’t understand at all down 

to a single rectangle of  information that 

I understood completely. I understood it 

because it was of  my own design. I chose 

the subject. I chose the focus. I chose the 

framing. I chose the moment. It was a form 

of  control that was missing from every 

other element in my life.

For my father, I think photography 

provided him with a way to communicate 

with the strange, introverted child who was 

a mystery to most and all but a stranger to 

him—even if  he wasn’t conscious of  that 

fact. Photography was a common language 

for us. It also afforded me an opportunity 

to please him, which was enormously 

important to me.

We spent many days on the road. It was 

hot. We stank. We slept in the car on the 

side of  the road and we ate cold cuts in 

supermarket parking lots and we drank 

warm soda in the desert.

Somewhere in Arizona, he dug up a cactus 

to take home to my grandmother, and we 

soon learned that this particular kind of  

cactus’ defense mechanism was to shoot its 



superfine needles all over hell when it was 

dug up. For the last six of  the eight total 

weeks on the road, our morning ritual was 

to stand on the side of  the highway picking 

very fine cactus needles out of  our skin.

I didn’t care.

I spent that whole summer either looking 

through the camera lens or watching him 

with adoration while he drove. I can still see 

him scratching his stubbly face and trying 

to stay awake, or shaving in the bathroom at 

a filling station. I can still feel his whiskers 

poke my lips when I would spontaneously 

kiss his cheek while he drove. I can smell the 

way the English Leather tried (and failed) to 

cover his stink.

We made a lot of  plans while we were on 

that trip. I would be entering high school 

in a few years, and he was a high school 

teacher outside of  Chicago. I was going to 

move there and live with him when I was 

done with grade school. It only made sense 

to a young mind that was still developing 

and a broken heart that was still aching. I 

was going to go to school where he taught, 

and we were always going to be together. 

No more only seeing each other twice a year. 

No more wondering every time the phone 

rang, “Is that Dad?”





For the moment, it was the happiest 

summer of  my life.

Back in Indiana, my mother was not 

having such a good time. Four of  her five 

children were off  on adventures, one of  

them zipping around curving mountain 

roads on the back of  a motorcycle. Mom 

hated motorcycles, and of  all the scary 

things that were going on for her that 

summer, my sister’s trip was what scared her 

the most. 

Mom and Cindy had a beautifully close 

relationship. They were both going for 

their CPA, and had decided to go to college 

together. They worked in the accounting 

departments of  two different companies, 

but they managed to fit in all the part-time 

classes they could—together. 

Regardless of  my mother’s fears, at about 

the same time that my father and I were 

unpacking the car at grandma’s house and 

celebrating the conclusion of  a successful 

trip, Cindy was back home at her boyfriend’s 

house. Two of  Mom’s little ducklings had 

made it home. Or close to it, anyway.

Dad and I were anxious to see what I’d 

captured though the camera, so the next 

day we drove to the city and dropped off  



the rolls of  film at the mall camera shop for 

processing. It would take a couple of  weeks 

to develop the film and mount the slides, 

and we’d pick up them up on the way back 

to Mom’s. Summer would be over, but it 

would be one to remember.

Then, everything came apart.

A few nights later, Cindy’s boyfriend 

pulled up to my mother’s house and slowly 

made his way up the crumbling concrete 

steps. He tapped on the screen door, 

interrupting my mother’s ritual of  eating 

dinner as she watched the local news. She 

stood and made her way across the room 

to the door, but the voice on the television 

stopped her cold before she reached it. 

“Twenty-three-year-old Cynthia Hajicek 

was killed in car accident this afternoon 

when…”

The rest of  that sentence could be 

summed up with “…when she crossed a 

dangerous intersection on her way to pick 

up a goddam pizza less than a mile from her 

fucking house after spending all summer 

crisscrossing the Ozarks on the back of  a 

motorcycle.”

Dave rushed in as my mother collapsed. 



At that same moment, I was fifty miles 

away, playing with the kids who lived across 

the street from my grandmother’s house. 

One of  the older kids came out of  his 

parent’s house and yelled to me, “Hey, do 

you have a sister named Cynthia?”

“Cindy,” I corrected. “Yes.”

He went inside for a few moments, then 

reappeared.

“It’s time for you to go home.”

I said goodbye to the other kids and 

turned toward grandma’s house, but before 

I was halfway across the street, my father 

came outside, sobbing. He stumbled, his 

hands on his face as he approached me. He 

was moaning. I thought he was hurt. He 

grabbed me by the shoulders. I struggled to 

understand him as his words and his sobs 

ran together in a mush.

“She’s dead. Cindy. Sweet Cindy. She’s 

dead.”

It’s a funny thing that the brain does when 

confronted with this kind of  information. 

It rejects what it cannot handle. I’ve never 

been so certain of  anything as I was certain 

in that moment that my sister was not dead. 

I argued that there was a mix-up. People 



never got our last name right. We lived in 

a part of  the country that was thick with 

names that were impossible to pronounce. 

It absolutely had to be a mistake. Not Cindy. 

She was too good. She had a huge candle 

collection and made pigs in a blanket for 

me when I visited her at Dave’s house. She 

wasn’t done with school yet…

The world got blurry, and stayed that way 

for a long time. I remember standing there, 

stunned, in a tiny little intersection in that 

tiny little town. I watched impossible grief  

contort my father from head to toe. Sounds 

I’d never heard before came out of  some 

place very deep inside him. 

Moths banged themselves against the 

buzzing streetlamps. The heat of  an August 

day lay trapped in the sticky blacktop below 

my bare feet, and radiated up my trembling 

legs. Cold, curious neighbors stood in open 

front doors, watching from a distance while 

the fireflies bobbed and blinked and went 

on their merry fucking way as if  nothing had 

happened at all. I could smell the rhubarb 

pies my grandmother had been baking. 

All around us, life still contained all the 

trappings of  something that was good 

and real, but the small corner that he and 

I occupied had been laid to waste in a 

way that seemed to leave everything and 



everyone else intact. It wasn’t fair. Nothing 

was fair. I wanted to tear it all apart.

Somebody—I’m sure it was Steve—picked 

me up and whisked me back to my mother’s 

house. I don’t even remember saying 

goodbye to my father or my grandmother. 

There were tears and there was pain, and I 

don’t remember anything else.

My mother’s side of  the family was 

very Irish and very Catholic, so the 

house was overflowing with people and 

casseroles when we arrived. She was in bed, 

surrounded by my cousins and aunts and 

uncles and people from the church, and 

of  course Steve’s wife, Deb and Bill’s wife, 

Dawn. 

I immediately went down to the basement 

to be alone with the concrete and the 

washing machine and the mildew, but 

every time I went down, someone came 

and dragged me back upstairs. My mother 

needed me, they said, but no matter how 

hard she hugged me and how hard she cried, 

Cindy was never coming back.

 

It would be many hours before Jim would 

get back from Key West. It would be a 

day or two before Bill would be back from 

Korea. I don’t remember my mother leaving 



that bed in all that time.

I do remember the arrival of  each of  the 

far-flung brothers. Jim rolled in looking 

tan, wearing a tank top and cutoff  shorts 

with everything he owned in a gym bag. Bill 

came in sharp, wearing his dress uniform 

and shined shoes. But my brothers were 

shattered—red-faced and bleary-eyed and 

coming apart with loss.

The four of  us spent a lot of  time 

standing around our mother’s bed in 

the time leading up to the funeral. I 

remember it was hard to find things to talk 

about. Everything hurt. Our minds were 

preoccupied with loss. We each struggled to 

find something to say that was separate from 

the things that hurt. 

As I stood there with my brothers, I 

remembered that I had a beautiful, brilliant 

gem of  the promise of  an alternate future in 

my back pocket. I remembered.

“I’m going to go live with Dad,” I 

announced. 

For a moment, the room became 

incredibly quiet and still, like all the air had 

been drawn out through the open windows. 

Then, shouting. Words. Words. Words. No, 



I wasn’t going to go and live with my father. 

There was no way that was going to happen. 

Someone said something about my father 

and the young girl who used to live next 

door a long time ago. There was a reason 

none of  the kids in the neighborhood 

ever played at our house, even seven years 

after my father left. I always had to go to 

my friends’ houses to play, and even then, 

fathers of  daughters kept an eye on me. 

There was a reason my brothers all left town 

as soon as they graduated high school. Then 

someone said something about the school 

my father used to teach in, and why he 

suddenly had to move just across the border 

to Illinois. Something about the police. 

Something about Cindy? Did someone say 

that, or was that in my head? 

Everything was a jumble again.

At that moment, I was told, my father was 

sitting in jail for having solicited a girl on the 

street the day after Cindy died. This was the 

big, dark family secret, and it was  

 

one that I’d always considered my own. 

At thirteen, I was already living in a very 

carefully constructed reality, and it was 

quickly unraveling. 

Panic. Stop. What? Stop talking. 



White-hot anger. 

Even now, I have difficulty dissecting 

and expressing what made me so angry. It 

was everything at once. It was the fireflies 

and the smell of  rhubarb pie. It was those 

fucking faces of  those fucking neighbors 

who had enough interest to watch my father 

and I come apart from a distance, but not 

enough courage to step in, or to touch or 

hold the child while his big strong father 

went to ashes at his feet. It was the shame 

that pounded me down into the floorboards 

of  my mother’s bedroom like a bent nail. 

It was that beautiful, brilliant gem of  the 

promise of  an alternate future that I’d had 

in my back pocket, now a worthless rock in 

the harsh light of  truth. It was a hundred 

summer nights spent sleeping in the same 

bed as my father, listening for a far distant 

train whistle to sing me to sleep.

And Cindy. So very many things to say to 

her. Don’t go yet.

Blackness.

My father didn’t drink or curse. He was 

a veteran of  the Korean War, a graduate 

of  Notre Dame, a teacher of  English 

Literature, a champion chess player, and a 

member of  MENSA. He could speak Latin 



like an ancient Roman, and he couldn’t be 

beat at ping-pong or horseshoes.

He was also a predator.

I remember very little of  the time that he 

still lived at home. I think I was five when 

he left. But there are things about his mostly 

unseen presence that will be burned into my 

memory forever.

He would arrive home after I had been put 

to bed. Jim, Bill, and I shared a small bedroom 

across the hall from Cindy, while Steve—

close to graduating from high school—had a 

mattress on the floor in the basement. 



I remember the typewriter…  

Click click click click click click click DING! 

ZZZZZIP!

And repeat. On and on and on…

I remember the faint smell of  cherry 

pipe tobacco wafting up the stairs. It was 

a sweet smell, and I remember plunging 

a handful of  it into my mouth once as a 

child, assuming it would taste as sweet as it 

smelled. (It did not.)

I also remember the rage. 

Jim and Bill were less than two years 

apart in age, and pretty evenly matched for 

fighting and goofing off. Boys being boys, 

this was just what they did when they were 

within arm’s reach of  each other, which was 

all the time. This, of  course, spelled trouble 

at bedtime when three boys (aged five, 

eleven, and thirteen) were all sleeping in one 

bedroom.

I vaguely remember listening to them 

horsing around next to me and listening 

to the typing downstairs. The keys ticked 

away like a time bomb. I knew that when 

the typing stopped, someone was going to 

get whipped to within an inch of  his life. 

Though I was very young, I remember 



thinking that my brothers were idiots.

I wish it were as simple as that, though, 

because as I sorted out my path to survival 

as a child, I looked for patterns, and it 

seemed to me that things played out like this 

even on the rare occasion that my brothers 

were quiet. That was the scariest part, the 

randomness.

First, the typing would stop. Then you’d 

hear the chair at the kitchen table slide 

back on the linoleum as my father pushed 

himself  away from the lesson plans he’d 

been writing, or the tests he’d been grading. 

My brothers would hold their breath as 

my father stomped over to the base of  the 

stairs.

Then, he would shout out a name. It 

was always either “Billy!” or “Jimmy!” 

(sometimes both) and whoever’s name he 

spoke would immediately burst into tears 

and make their way down the stairs. Then, 

the whipping and the screaming.

I lay there with my covers pulled up to 

my chin, not making a sound. I never made 

a sound. I wonder now if  Cindy lay there 

across the hall, very still with the covers 

pulled up to her chin, too, listening to Jimmy 

or Billy getting beaten.



My mother and my sister, Cindy.



My sister and I had this in common, I 

think as I look back now. We knew the 

monster downstairs would never call either 

of  our names. We knew we would escape 

the loud, violent show going on below. His 

violence for us was quiet, and would come 

in a fumbling darkness.

For now, Cindy and I lay separated by a 

hallway scented faintly with pipe tobacco 

and echoing with cries. I imagine both of  us 

with our eyes closed tight, trying very, very 

hard to become—and to remain—invisible.

After what seemed like a very long time, 

the unlucky brother would come sobbing 

back up the stairs, crossing the room nursing 

his wounds as the lucky brother—at least 

for this night—made hushed inquires as to 

the instrument of  his torment.

“Did he use the thick black belt or the thin 

brown one? Did he use the hairbrush?”

Blackness.

But now, here I was…standing on a 

footstool and reading something from the 

bible into a microphone at the front of  the 

church at Cindy’s funeral. My voice shook 

as read the words. I cried. I glanced at the 

casket in the main aisle of  the church, then 



looked up to scan the audience as I finished. 

Way at the back, standing near the doors, 

presumably with a police escort, was my 

father. After the service, they led him out 

and drove him back to jail, where he would 

await his hearing. I wouldn’t see him again 

for three or four years, not because he was 

in prison—he wasn’t. For the first time, we 

agreed to just stop trying—without ever 

having said a word about it.

A few weeks later, my mother got a call 

from the camera store at the mall. They’d 

tracked me down. The slides from my cross-

country odyssey were processed and ready 

to be picked up. 

When we arrived at the camera store a few 

days later, they had a little surprise for me. 

Two of  my images of  the Grand Canyon 

were enlarged and framed and hung on 

the wall. The shop owner said I had done 

a good job, and that if  I let them hang the 

images there for a while, I could come back 

and pick up the prints later.

That was the moment I became a 

photographer. That was also the moment I 

stopped being a photographer. 



I don’t remember going back to get the 

prints. I don’t remember caring about much 

after that summer. The shapes and colors 

and textures of  life were replaced by a 

blurry numbness. All the color had been 

drained away. Each day was defined by what 

was missing, and there simply was no reason 

to hold a camera again

But then, twelve years later, everything 

changed. For the first time in a long, long 

time, and really, for the first time ever, I had 

a reason. 

A real reason.



Cindy, the year prior to her death.















I met Jessica at a retreat on the 

Mornington Peninsula in Australia. As we 

walked into the bush near the retreat center, 

I asked her the magic question that I ask all 

of  my clients. 

“What exists within you authentically that 

you most want to have come through in 

your photos?”





She didn’t hesitate. “When people see me, 

they see a girl. They don’t see my depth or 

my wisdom as a woman. They only see a 

young girl.”

I asked Jessica to tell me more about the 

woman she is, and was pleased to spend 

the next several minutes listening to the 

beautiful insights of  a true Old Soul.

I spotted an interesting tangle of  trees, 

and asked Jessica if  she would mind 

climbing them. Moments later, the girl was 

perched on a branch, resting her satin cheek 

against the bark. She seemed so content and 

connected. She was joyous. 

I took her through a few thought 

exercises. I asked her to focus on the energy 

of  the tree…strong and old and wise. 

I asked her to step through the opening 

of  the tree. In our minds, she was stepping 

from the womb of  the wood. 





Where the child had climbed up, 

the woman would step down...  

and into the world.



Yet, as she stood before me, I still saw the 

girl. 

And then I found it—the apology. There 

is almost always an apology. The apology 

is the armor. It’s the chatter that keeps the 

quiet, introspective moment at bay. It’s the 

thick, loose clothing that denies sexuality. It’s 

the perfectionism that guarantees failure and 

shields us from the responsibility of  success. 

In Jessica’s case—as in the vast majority of  

others— it was the ever-present smile.

“Everything is okay,” it says. “I’m not a 

threat. Accept me.”

We must have looked quite comical, 

standing in the Australian Bush as I watched 

her tugging with frustration at the corners 

of  her mouth. But it was then that I realized 

that Jessica’s smile is in her eyes, not in the 

corners of  her mouth. 

“Let’s start again,” I said. “Relax. Take a 

deep breath. Close your eyes and feel the 

energy of  the trees coursing through you, 

and feel your wise woman energy coursing 

through the trees. Open your eyes, but don’t 

apologize to me for your power. Don’t tell 

me you’re sorry for being a strong woman. 

Don’t tell me you’re too young to be this 

wise. Own it. Look at me and own it.”



The woman opens her eyes.

The woman walks out of  the bush, and 

back into the world.

For the rest of  the weekend, the other 

women in the retreat kept stopping me and 

asking me with a laugh, “What did you do 

to Jessica? She left a girl and came back a 

woman!”

My answer was always the same.  

I shrug my shoulders and say, “She only 

needed to give herself  permission.”





The power of  the feminine is most often repressed 
by the woman who has been so manipulated by 
society that she becomes afraid to wield it. There are 
those in this world who would trick you into hiding, 
who would dazzle you with shame until you bury 
that light so deep inside that the thought of  shining 
it makes you tremble. 

I say, tremble on. Shake uncontrollably. 

Your joy is rattling its cage. 

“Let me out…” she says. “Let me out.”



























It was the first snowfall of  1994. The 

flakes were big and gentle, and drifted in and 

out of  darkness as they passed below the 

streetlights that lined the hospital grounds. 

The snowplows were already out, preparing 

for the morning commute that would begin 

in a few hours. In one of  the upper rooms 

of  the hospital, an unborn baby’s heartbeat 

played loudly over a speaker, rhythmically at 

first, then slowing, then stopping altogether. 

I held my breath. A few moments later, it 

started again. I breathed. Repeat. 

I looked across the room and out the 

window at the snow as it brushed silently 

past the thick glass. It was a soft, persistent 

downward pressure from heaven itself, and 

I prayed that it would successfully coax this 

small, new life into the world.

The doctors and nurses moved quietly and 

purposefully. I tried to stay out of  their way 

while remaining close enough to provide 

comfort to my wife. Everything would be 

okay, I insisted.

They surmised that the umbilical cord 

was wrapped around the baby’s neck, and 

they were considering their options when 

the baby crowned. This baby needed to be 

delivered quickly.



“Push!” everyone seemed to scream at 

once.

It had been twelve hours, but now the 

baby came—sunny side up, as they say. 

Because of  this, my vantage point was 

actually better than the doctor’s when it 

came to determining the gender.

I shouted at the top of  my lungs, “It’s a 

girl!”

The doctor looked up at me like I’d stolen 

his thunder, then turned to the nurse and 

made it official. “It’s a girl,” he said matter-

of-factly.

After what I can only imagine is the usual 

process, where baby lays with mom, dad 

cuts the cord, and so on, I found myself  

alone in a very tiny room with my very tiny 

daughter’s very tiny hand wrapped around 

my pinky. Across the hall, the doctors and 

nurses attended to the new mom.

“Hi, Emmaline Camile,” I whispered. “I’m 

Don… I’m your papa.”

She was long and thin. Her skin was a 

warm hue, and her head was topped with 

a thick mat of  black hair. Her cooing was 

gentle and soft. 



Emma and my mother



“Talk to me, my love.”

We were only alone together for about 

ten minutes, but I made the earnest, tearful 

promises that a new father makes when he’s 

obsessed with not being like his own father. 

I would always be there for her, and I would 

never hurt her. I would take care of  her, I 

would love her with every bit of  my heart, 

forever, no matter what, and most of  all, 

I would keep her safe from the dangerous 

world around her, and I would keep the 

people in it from causing her harm. 

In what seemed like no time at all, we were 

all back at the house. My first wife and I had 

moved to this city, a thousand miles from 

everyone we knew, less than a year before. I 

was at a new job, and we’d only been in this 

house for a couple of  months. There were 

two cats who’d made the trip with us from 

Chicago, and there was a puppy named Rain, 

who we’d adopted a couple of  weeks before 

we discovered the pregnancy. 

Here was a baby, Emmaline.

Something else was new, too. I reached 

into my bag. I raised the shiny new camera 

to my eye as one of  the cats sniffed at the 

mysterious creature we’d brought home.



Click. Wind. Click.

Wind. Click. Wind.

Click. Wind. Click.

 The blurry landscape in which I’d been 

living suddenly snapped into sharp focus. 

Life made its presence known again, 

shrieking its demands and going through 

a whole lot of  diapers. My day-to-day 

existence that had become numb with 

struggle was now textured with a love that I 

hadn’t known was possible. The color—and 

the reason—returned to my world.

I take cold comfort in knowing that every 

parent must ultimately fail at keeping most 

of  the promises made in those first few 

moments of  their child’s life. I haven’t been 

able to keep Emma from ever feeling pain, 

of  course. I know for a fact that, despite the 

best intentions, I have even, at times, been 

the source of  that pain. Try as I might, I 

couldn’t keep the outside world at bay as she 

was growing up, nor could I keep the people 

in it from causing her harm. 

As of  this writing, more than two decades 

have gone by since I snapped that first baby 

picture. When I see Emma these days, I’m 

never sure what color her hair is going to 

be, or if  there’s going to be a new piercing, 

but these are simply ornaments to her soul. 





Soon, she’ll be older than my big sister ever 

was. Such a strange feeling. 

And when it snows that special rare kind 

of  Rocky Mountain snow—huge, fluffy 

flakes that fall as gentle and soft as a sweet 

dream in the early morning hours—I 

remember when she drifted down among 

them, warm and safe—and loved.

Very early in my life, I came to the 

subconscious conclusion that being the 

opposite of  my father would make me 

a good man. When I grew up and got 

married, I assumed that being the opposite 

of  my father would make me a good 

husband. When Emmaline was born, I 

assumed that being the opposite of  my 

father would make me a good father. 

None of  these assumptions proved true.

When I had rejected my father, I had 

done so completely. There was no part 

of  him that I recognized as good, or even 

as acceptable, and so when I turned away 

from who he was, I also turned away from 

what made a man, a man. By dismissing 

The Masculine as a damaging or dangerous 

energy, I’d abandoned the gifts it had 

to offer this world. This led to meeting, 

marrying, and having a child with a woman 



who viewed The Masculine through the 

same warped lens as I did. We both saw 

it as a dangerous source of  pain. We both 

rejected it outright. Looking back, I can see 

that this led to disaster, trauma, and divorce.

Emma was nine years old when I moved 

out of  the house. We were out on our 

weekly “date night” reading books and 

eating pastries at the bookstore, when 

Emma made a shattering declaration.

“Men are bad,” she said.

Stunned, I took a moment to collect 

myself, sweeping the crumbs from the table. 

“What makes you say that?”

“Mom told me,” she continued. “Men 

hurt people, and they’re bad.”

“You know that I’m a man, right?” I 

asked.

Emma looked at me as if  she’d never 

really done so before. 

“Do you think I’m bad?” I asked, noting 

an unexpected earnestness in my voice.

“No!” she said forcefully, possibly noting 

the same thing in my tone.



Was I assembling a lesson in logic, or was 

I looking for reassurance from my young 

daughter?

“Well,” I continued, “if  I’m a man and I’m 

not bad, then not all men are bad.”

I watched her working it out in her head.

“Yeah,” she said. “I guess so.”

“It’s true,” I said.

Maybe for the first time, I think I even 

meant it.









Jess stared at her photo on the back of  my 

camera. She smiled and told me about the 

female role model she had been embodying 

when I took that particular image. 

“She’s the Prime Minister,” she explained.

As we began taking photos again, she 

would occasionally stop and tell me of  

another strong woman she admired, and 

how she was now embodying that person. 

There was the artist, the author, the 

scientist…

When she told me of  her plans to embody 

yet another amazing woman for the next 

series of  photos, I stopped her.

“Wait,” I said excitedly. “I have one for 

you.”

“Who is it?” She asked.

“I want you to embody my friend. Her 

name is Jess, and she is incredibly powerful.”

























“I’m sorry. We don’t allow men at our 

event. It’s a sacred circle, and we’ll be 

discussing deeply personal, profound 

wounds. Having a man present would 

change the dynamic.”

I’d received some version of  this message 

dozens of  times in the last few years. I 

didn’t judge it. I didn’t tell them that they 

were wrong. I deeply honor and respect the 

sacred nature of  a healing space for both 

women and men. I put everything I have 

into creating such spaces for my clients, and 

I protect it fiercely. 

I appreciate this in others.

I asked them to please visit my web site 

and watch videos of  my speeches and read 

the stories of  my clients. They did, and 

decided to allow my participation.

It was a very special group near Boulder, 

Colorado who used (among other things) 

wild horses to provide therapy and healing 

to these female veterans. I found myself  

in the pasture of  a gorgeous ranch a few 

weeks later. The branches of  a huge, lone 

cottonwood swayed in the spring breeze 

with the Flatirons standing just beyond. In 

the shade below the tree, two dozen camp 

chairs had been arranged in a circle, and in 

the chairs, female veterans, female relatives 





of  veterans, therapists, and horse handlers 

were conducting a ceremony before the 

sharing began.

At first, I took photos from two hundred 

yards away, wanting to ease myself  into the 

scene, senses keenly tuned into reactions 

(energetic or otherwise) to my presence. As 

I drew closer, I realized that my presence 

had been accepted. Drawing closer still, I 

began to catch words on the breeze. Closer 

still, and the words became clearer, and 

formed stories.

Horrifying stories.

The female veteran who was currently 

speaking was relating the story of  

the multiple sexual assaults that she’d 

experienced while serving in the US military. 

These assaults were not only perpetrated 

by her fellow soldiers, but by two of  her 

commanding officers, leaving her nowhere 

to turn.

Yes, I felt outrage. Yes, I felt shock. Yes, 

I felt sadness and sickness and anger and 

powerlessness. I also felt a very deep desire 

to not be hearing this story, because on 

top of  everything else, I felt shame. I felt 

shame for being a man, safely tucked away 

in my civilian life while this woman—these 



women—chose to serve our country and 

were raped for their troubles.

I turned away and took a few steps from 

the group, having conveniently decided that 

I wandered too close. As I stared down at 

the back of  my camera, pretending to review 

images and sorting through the images that 

swirled through my brain, I slowly realized 

what I’d just done; I’d turned by back on—

for one—a veteran of  the US military, and 

I’d also turned my back on a woman who 

was sharing a profoundly personal, painful 

story.

I put the lens cap on my camera, put my 

camera on a nearby cooler, found a spot on 

the ground opposite the woman sharing her 

story, sat down, and witnessed her. 

As the stories made their way around 

the circle, I found a troubling pattern that 

I hadn’t been aware of  prior to June 2013. 

Rape is an enormous problem in the US 

military. There is no way to say it that does 

justice to the scope and severity of  this 

problem.

When we broke for lunch, I found myself  

off  to the side of  the group, eating chips, 

grapes, and potato salad and reviewing the 

images I’d captured so far that day. 





“Thanks for not walking away,” said a 

voice. 

I looked up to find the female veteran I’d 

witnessed sharing her story.

“People need to know,” she continued. 

“We need people to hear. We need men to 

hear. Nobody knows what’s going on.”

The rest of  the day was spent interacting 

with the wild horses. It was amazing and 

beautiful to witness the healing that these 

wonderful wild creatures—both horse and 

human—created together. 

As one of  the horses nuzzled and nibbled 

gently at one of  the vets, she exclaimed 

happily, through tears, “He’s eating my 

pain!”

When I’d heard the story earlier in the day, 

I felt there was nothing I could do to ease 

the tremendous pain this woman was in. 

Men are not wired to simply observe 

something that is broken, or in pain. For 

better or for worse, we’re wired to either fix 

something or to retreat from it in failure. 

Since I could not fix the situation, I’d 

initially implemented Plan B; walk away.



What stopped me and brought me back 

to the sacred circle was the hope that there 

was another option. In retrospect, I see 

that it is quite often the option that women 

want from men. Certainly, it’s better than 

retreating in frustration.

That option is simply to witness.





















Carol emerged from the changing room 

like a force of  nature, immediately taking 

control of  the session. Her movements were 

filled with purpose, and her words conveyed 

a sense of  direction. She knew where we 

were going to go. She knew how we were 

going to get there. She had a plan, and 

except for actually pushing the button on 

the camera, I was superfluous to it. 

She draped herself  across the bed. “Okay, 

take one of  me like this.”

Click.

She moved to the window. “Okay, take 

one of  me like this.”

Click.

Between poses, I would gently try to wrest 

control of  the session back from Carol, but 

she would have none of  it. 

She fidgeted with the clasp on her shoes. 

“Okay, take one of  me like this.”

Click.



I had to interrupt this dynamic. I started 

to say, “Okay, what I’d like to do now is take 

a moment to…” but I could see that the 

words were not being heard. 

I put my camera down.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Look,” I said with a gentle smile. “You 

hired me for a reason, right? You hired me 

to help you discover something that you’ve 

told me you’re afraid doesn’t even exist 

anymore. You have to trust that I can help 

you find it again. You have to surrender to 

the processes that will take place over the 

time we have together. I’m going to take 

great care of  you, and you’re going to be 

thrilled with the results, but this is what I do, 

and I’m in charge. I’ve got this.”

We stared at each other for a long 

moment. I swallowed. I tried not to blink. 

Did I cross a line? Was she angry? 

Confused? Had I misread the situation 

and overreacted? For a moment, I feared 

that her next move would be to be to pack 

up her wardrobe and walk out the door. 

Instead, she flopped down into a chair and 

let out a sigh of  relief. 



“Oh, thank god,” she said. “I thought I 

was going to have to be in charge today, and 

I just don’t know how to do this. I’m sick of  

having to be in charge of  everything in my 

life.”

We smiled at the situation, had a brief  

laugh, and continued our work together with 

renewed purpose. Knowing that I would 

fill the vacuum left when she let go of  the 

need to control, she was able to surrender 

and explore her authentic feminine without 

worrying that no one would be leading the 

process. 

It is my strong belief  that this story is 

a microcosm of  what has gone wrong 

in many relationships—personal and 

professional—as the masculine and the 

feminine energies have become distorted. 

It would have been very easy for me to 

surrender control of  the session to Carol. 

She’s a competent, accomplished person, 

and she obviously knew what she wanted. 

Who was I to say I knew better? If  she was 

so determined to be in control, that must be 

her desire, right?

Wrong.



Carol had indeed hired me for a reason, 

which was to help her rediscover the sensual 

self  that had been buried along with her 

vulnerability. Her initial instinct to take the 

lead in this dance was in response to how 

the dance had unfolded in other aspects 

of  her life. Not being in complete control 

(being vulnerable instead) had resulted in 

either not being led at all in the dance—

never knowing which steps and turns were 

next, or where they would lead—or in being 

taken advantage of, led to a destination that 

was not of  her desire.

As human beings—man or woman, 

masculine or feminine—there are times we 

need to lead and times we need to be led. 

This is where our coming together becomes 

most like a dance. One energy declares itself  

ready to move in a specific direction, and the 

other simultaneously agrees to follow. One 

energy declares itself  ready to follow, and 

the other simultaneously agrees to chart the 

course.

When it became clear to Carol that I 

knew the path—and that I was prepared 

to guide her down that path even if  it 

meant challenging her for control—she 

allowed herself  to become vulnerable and to 

surrender to my lead. This, combined with 

knowing that the path would not end with 



her being taken advantage of, allowed her 

to ultimately rediscover the sensual self  that 

is only accessible when a person enters that 

place of  absolute trust and surrender. The 

dance became one of  collaboration, beauty, 

and above all else—healing.











I met Acacia at a women’s conference 

near Los Angeles. Soft-spoken and sweet, 

she seemed to have connected deeply to 

the words I spoke from the stage, and now 

we were going to work together. I asked 

her to meet me in the hotel lobby the next 

morning, where I surprised her by offering 

her something I don’t normally have time to 

do at these events; a photo shoot at another 

location.

“Would you like to have your session at 

the beach?” I asked.

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, 

and nodded.

We spent an hour or so creating beautiful 

images. I could see so much going on 

behind her eyes. She was still present to the 

moment, and indeed she was glowing before 

the camera, but there was an undercurrent 

of  energy that I couldn’t quite place. As 

we walked from spot to spot on the beach, 

pausing to take photos, I could tell that 

something was on her mind.

When the session ended, she told me her 

story.

Acacia was a sensitive girl. She’d grown up 

deeply in love with the warmth and comfort 

of  her father’s soul. Her world crumbled 



when he died suddenly while they were on 

vacation together in Southern California. 

She was on the beach—this beach—

frightened and alone. She was nine years old.

She told me that she’d felt immense fear 

rushing through her body as she realized 

where we were driving. This was the place 

where—as she described to me afterwards—

her feminine essence had become frozen 

so many years before when she lost the 

most important man in her life. Despite her 

clenching stomach, her desire to scream and 

to run away and hide, Acacia stayed. By the 

time we arrived at the beach, she’d made the 

decision to surrender to whatever force had 

brought us there.

And there on the beach, with the sun 

shining down on her and the waves crashing 

all around, the frozen girl thawed, rushing 

into the waiting arms of  the woman she’d 

become.

















Audrey, studying to be a nun.
Audrey as a young woman.

Audrey getting married.

When I helped clear my mother’s 

home after she died, I found that we 

both owned many of  the same dog-

eared books on spirituality. As it turned 

out, we were quietly and separately 

walking the same sort of  path…seeking 

the same sort of  truth…staring into the 

same sort of  void from two separate 

points on the same sort of  planet…

both of  us secretly looking for a star to 

cling to as the infinite blackness of  our 



individual futures enveloped us.

When I look back at all the conversations 

we could have had but never did, I choke for a 

moment.

Her to her blackness, and me to mine.

My mother spoke to me twice after she died. 

The last time was five or six years after her 

passing…after I’d finally reached the bottom. 

My first marriage had just ended. I’d moved to 

a new state for a new start, but then lost my 

job. I’d fallen into and out of  another terrible 

relationship, and I was alternating between 

living on friends’ couches or sleeping in my 
Audrey as a young girl.



vehicle. I was drinking too much.

I’d been calling her and calling her, 

shouting into the cold black for her during 

these dark days, “Mom!”

It was during this time that her voice came 

to me briefly in a dream, and she told me 

very clearly, “There’s nothing more I can do 

for you.”

I rarely appreciated her directness, even 

when she was alive. At that moment, it left 

me confused, angry, and hurt. But was it her 

telling me I was on my own, or was it my 

own realization that I attached to her voice?

She was never one to burst onto the scene 

and make everything okay, so I’m not sure 

what I was expecting. I was caught in the 

gears of  the world, and it just kept turning 

and turning and dragging me along with it.

And then I woke up.

As the depth and breadth and richness 

and lightness of  my life now swells in my 

heart, I miss her more and more. I wish she 

knew my new bride, Cheri. They would have 

adored each other. I wish she could have 

met my new mother-in-law, Lee. They were 

cut from the same cloth, in many respects. I 

catch my breath when I think of  how proud 



she would be of  the amazing woman my 

daughter, Emma, has become. I see flashes 

of  my mother in her sometimes.

Then there’s me.

Ten years after losing her only daughter 

in a car accident, my mother received the 

call again. Her youngest son had been in 

a terrible car accident, and it looked bad 

enough that the doctors recommended 

bringing a priest to administer Last Rites. 

The brain was swollen and pressing on 

the interior of  the skull. Cerebral edema. 

Might have to drill a hole. Coma. Best case 

scenario, brain damage. My brothers, I am 

told, wouldn’t let the priest enter my hospital 

room.

And then—a week later—I woke up with 

the same number of  holes in my head as I’d 

been born with.

A decade on, as my mother lay dying of  

breast cancer, that very same earnest priest 

pressed a little black book into my hand 

and said, pointing into a page, “If  she goes 

before I get back, turn to this page and read 

her the Last Rites.”

I protested, reminding him that I was not 

a believer. He turned to me and said, “Well, 



this isn’t about you. This is about her,” and 

left.

Within a few hours, I found myself  

turning the pages of  that little black book, 

my fingers finding their way to the red 

ribbon that marked the page. I read the 

words to her as she breathed her last breath.

“…so that, when freed from the prison 

of  her body, she may be admitted into the 

kingdom of  heaven…”

Months later. Night. I was standing on…a 

cloud or something. A mountaintop. I 

looked down and saw only sky. Without 

thinking and without fear, I stepped 

forward into the nothing. I fell, and felt the 

nothing rushing silently past me. I wasn’t 

afraid. It felt free. But then I realized that 

I couldn’t turn back. I was hurtling toward 

some unknown end, and it was the end 

that frightened me. The sensations were 

liberating and new, but in my mind I knew 

that at some point the earth would rush up 

at the end of  the nothing, and the fear grew. 

I could see the earth, the fields, the stones 

below. I remember thinking “Oh my god, 

I can’t stop this fall, and it’s going to hurt 

when I get to the end of  it.”



But something slowed my fall, like a 

gentle, invisible netting. The rocks below 

became not something that would be the 

end of  the fall, but something I would 

never reach. Distant. Insignificant. I felt the 

concept of  time itself  slow and come to full 

stop. As I lay in the embrace of  this invisible 

hand, staring back peacefully toward the star 

whence I’d fallen—the one I’d clung to so 

dearly—my mother visited me. I didn’t see 

her, but heard her clearly.

“This is what death is like,” she said. Audrey, still smiling.

















I’d been hired by a local magazine to take 

photos of  the devastation left behind by the 

many wildfires that plagued Colorado in the 

summer of  2011. I didn’t need to drive far 

into the mountains before I found myself  

surrounded by 360 degrees of  burn area. I 

parked my car and began taking photos. 

The world around me looked like an alien 

landscape. As far as the eye could see in every 

direction—up and down the sides of  the 



mountains—were forty-foot-tall burned 

black matchsticks where the trees had been. 

They stabbed upwards and into the gray 

clouds from the thick black ash that covered 

the ground. 

But as I was taking photos, I got low to 

the ground to change my perspective, and 

what I found was…life. Bursting up from 

the ash were little green sprouts, pushing 

and shoving their way through the ash to 

reclaim the forest. The fire was not the end. 

A realization swept through me.

There is no amount of  devastation in this 

world that can suppress inherent beauty. 

This is true of  the forest, but this is also 

true of  people. 

Armed with this truth, I decided that I 

wanted to create artwork around this theme, 

and to use this artwork to raise funds to help 

rebuild homes that had been lost in the fire. 

I wanted a person in these photos, so 

I went home and began looking through 

my Facebook friends to see who I thought 

might be a good fit for the project. As I did 

this, the name Susan popped into my head. 



Who was the model named Susan?

Well, I didn’t actually know Susan. I’d met 

her online six years prior to this when I was 

scouting for models. She wanted to get into 

modeling and she wanted me to help her. It 

was one of  those things that, for one reason 

or another, never happened. We became 

that breed of  Facebook friends that never 

interacted and had never met. 

But for reasons that would become 

profoundly clear later, she was in my head for 

this project. This was the Divine in action. 

I contacted Susan and told her about my 

ideas for the artwork. She surprised me by 



saying she had no interest in participating. 

After a bit of  prodding, she told me why. 

Susan said that since we’d spoken six years 

earlier she’d been in a motorcycle accident 

and had been injured in a way that left her 

unwilling to be photographed. 

Of  course, when she told me this I 

thought, “She must be in this artwork.”

We spoke for quite a while. I didn’t tell 

her, “Oh, I’m doing this profound work that 

helps women see themselves beautifully…” 

Honestly, at this time in my life, I was still 

wrapping my head around the experiences 

of  my clients. Still, something in the 

conversation convinced Susan to try. 

I was thrilled. 

We met a few days later, and I must say 

that my initial thought was, “What injuries?” 

She had no scars that I could see, but then 

I’d never seen her in person before. I knew 

from previous work with people who’d 

been injured that even subtle changes in 

appearance, when linked to sudden trauma, 

can make a person feel as though they’ve 

been deeply scarred. 



On the drive up into the mountains, Susan 

became very quiet. She was trembling. As we 

began working, Susan was stiff  and distracted. 

I tread carefully. I wanted her to stay where 

she was, and to feel safe doing it. I guided her 

gently. I wanted her to explore what she was 

seeing and how it made her feel. 

The images revealed and arranged 

themselves like a distant waltz, slow and quiet. 

The final images made Susan smile with 

sweet mystery, like she had a secret. For now, 

the secret stayed hers. She remained quiet 

about our day together. 



A few months later, I received a phone 

call from a woman who’d seen the artwork 

online. She told me that she’d lost her 

home and everything she owned in those 

fires, but that she was rebuilding her home 

up from the ashes. She was having a party 

to celebrate the rebuilding when it was 

completed, and she wanted that artwork on 

her walls. 

She received photographs, ready to hang, 

few weeks later.

The home was rebuilt, she had her party, 

and it was a huge success. I posted this story 

on Facebook, knowing that Susan would see 

it and hoping it would make her proud. It 

had the intended effect. 

“Don!” she exclaimed over the phone. 

“Look what we did! Look what we did for 

this woman!”

Here was Susan, who didn’t want to be in 

front of  the camera for fear of  her scars, 

now forever enshrined on the walls of  a 

home—and in the heart of  a life—that was 

rebuilt up from the ashes. 

At the time, I had just begun my career 

in public speaking, and I asked Susan for 

permission to tell this inspiring story. I still 



had nagging questions about her motorcycle 

injury, and I wanted to make sure I had the 

facts right.

“There was a motorcycle accident,” Susan 

confided, “but it wasn’t the reason I didn’t 

want to be in the photos.”

“Don,” she continued, “working with you up 

in those mountains…in that particular area…

allowed me to reclaim my body from abuse I 

suffered as a child. I was a phoenix from that 

fire.”

Susan went on to explain that some of  the 

abuse occurred close to the area where I took 



her for the photographs. This is why she 

was shaking on the way up, and this also 

lends an entirely new perspective to her 

contemplative countenance in the images. 

Susan’s wounds were not the result of  

a motorcycle accident. They were much 

deeper, much more profound, and much 

more difficult to see than I’d expected. 

There is no amount of  devastation in this 

world that can suppress inherent beauty. 

In this case, it was true of  the forest, the 

home that was lost, and of  Susan…all rising 

from the ashes, more glorious than ever.







She was a model when she was young, but 

she’s “too old now.”

She mourned the beautiful, young woman 

she was. 

She let it go. 

She let go of  beautiful. She let go of  

young. She let go of  woman.

She waited.

She waited to become something else, but 

when would it arrive?

She waited more.

Then she went looking, and in that 

journey she discovered that she’d been 

becoming a woman all along, and that the 

process would never end.

When she saw the photos, she realized 

that the girl was gone, replaced by the 

woman that she is meant to be at this 

moment, “surfing on the infinite ocean of  

her actual unique Feminine existence.”















My parents holding their first two children, 

Steve and Cindy.

My father setting up the train on Christmas Eve.

My father and Steve.

My father and Steve.



I mourned my father’s loss many years 

before he actually died. When my brother 

called me with the news that evening in early 

2012, I felt like he was telling me something 

I’d already known, like two plus two equals 

four, or that the sky was blue. There was no 

shock. There was no sorrow. There were no 

tears. There was no regret. There was only 

this last detail; the breathing and heartbeat 

slowed and stopped, and the vehicle that 

carried the soul began to decay. 

It had been five of  six years since I’d seen 

or spoken to my father, and I knew that the 

man just didn’t exist anymore, if  he ever 

really had. Back then, I shook his hand with 

a friendly goodbye and a promise to stay in 

touch. I got into my car and drove back to 

my life, knowing full well we would never 

speak again. I surrendered him to the dark 

places where he dwelled, and he would 

stay there in his fog of  rage and mental 

illness until his body stopped working. 

This was our unspoken agreement—to 

never understand each other, and more 

importantly, to stop trying. 

But here I was, back in Indiana, freezing 

my ass off  in a dark suit and sunglasses. I’d 

recently begun experimenting with a Holga 

camera, which is essentially a plastic toy 

camera made in China. I took it wherever 



I went, and my father’s funeral was no 

exception. 

As my brother and I drove to open-air 

service at the cemetery, he suddenly asked 

me, “Do you think that if  Dad was truly 

sorry in the moments before he died, he will 

be forgiven for the pain he caused?” 

“I don’t know,” I answered with secret 

sarcasm. “Maybe you could find one of  the 

kids he abused and ask them.”

We drove the rest of  the way in silence. 

Excuses. Justification. Rationalization. 

Just the night before I’d sat quietly and 

listened as another brother shrugged his 

shoulders and explained that other children 

had surely suffered more than we had when 

we were growing up. He noted that some 

fathers beat their children to death. It’s 

strange how our minds will go to such great 

lengths to make sense of  something that is, 

in the end, completely senseless.

At the end of  the service, I found my 

oldest brother standing off  by himself, 

embracing the neatly folded American flag 

that we’d been given on behalf  of  a grateful 

nation, eyes closed tightly while his wife 

stood behind him, guarding his space. I 



walked by with my toy camera at my hip and 

snapped one single photo of  him in that 

moment

 

What you may see here is a grown man 

mourning the passing of  his father, but what 

I see is a boy, praying that peace may finally 

find the father that he never really had.

I sometimes wonder, now that my father 

is gone…does he look back to his sons 

with clarity? Does he see that we fought 

for him, and tried with all our might to 

love him? Does he see me here now, typing 

these words not in anger, not in longing or 

regret for a father I never had, but rather in 

loving memory of  a young soldier I never 

met, boots thick with mud, heavy bandoliers 

slung over his shoulders, eyes dark and 

weary, hair slick and black with the dripping 

rain as his buddy snaps a photo?

When I close my eyes I can see the photo 

once again, and when I turn it over in my 

mind, I read what I now know to be the boy 

soldier’s secret epitaph, marking the place 

and date of  his death: 

“HERB, KOREA 1951”



























I see the young boy with the camera slung 

around his neck. He leans against the little 

car in the waning desert light. The hatchback 

is open, and the car exhales its hot breath 

into the cool of  the approaching night. 

Arizona. July. 1981.

It’s dinnertime, and a roadside picnic is 

underway. There is hard bread and soft 

cheese, hot, sticky cans of  Coke, drying 

remnants of  shaved ham wrapped in 

butcher paper, and a plastic knife sticking 

out of  a mayonnaise jar. 

The boy finishes his sandwich and brushes 

the crumbs off  his shirt. He checks the 

camera. Half  a roll of  film left. He pulls 

his socks up high to help guard against the 

brush, and steps into the Sonoran desert 

night. 

Back at the edge of  the highway, the 

little car rocks violently as a tractor-trailer 

roars by. The boy’s father closes his eyes 

against the sand spray, then rubs his weary, 

whiskered jaw as he turns to watch his son 

walk away.

“We gotta get back on the road,” he yells 

through a mouthful of  bread.



Without turning, the boy waves a hand. 

Acknowledgment. Dismissal. 

He picks his way through the cactus and 

climbs a small hill, slipping on the loose 

earth. He pauses at the top of  the rise and 

catches his breath. Where the sun touches 

the far end of  the desert, both earth and 

sky have caught fire. Hundreds of  saguaro 

cactus stand like so many shocked men, 

stopped in their tracks at the spectacle, 

arms raised to shield the sun, long shadows 

stretching out behind them as they witness 

the sky, flushing orange to red to pink with 

the last light of  day. 

As quickly as it flared, the fire retreats and 

the final sliver of  sun disappears beyond the 

distant brush. The purpling heavens cool to 

a deep blue, and the first star blinks once…

twice…then opens its eyes. 

I look back to the boy from a different 

point in space and time—he on the hill 

of  loose, red soil, looking skyward to the 

evening star, and me in my writing chair, 

rubbing my hands over my own graying 

whiskers as I search for the right words in 

the cool glow of  my laptop. 

I know his past. I know his future. 



Success and failure. Pain and joy. A 

seemingly bottomless well of  heartache and 

an equally limitless fountain of  love. 

I am helpless at my keyboard as I watch 

him turn from the desert stars and head 

back to the car, back to his father, and back 

to the world. 

The little blue car pulls back onto the 

gently curving road and disappears into the 

black of  the Arizona night. 

A deep breath. Exhale. He is safe now, and 

loved, and here with me always.

As I cast my gaze across the decades from 

there to here, I also see the faces of  the 

women with whom the boy shares the very 

surface of  these pages. Brave. Beautiful. 

Authentic. Hopeful. 

As they heal, their hearts open wide, and 

love—like ink— floods forth on paper, 

forming both word and image. 

This boy—this man—bears witness to 

you, and now, you to him. 







She waits at the far end of  the empty 

ballroom, restless and obscured by shadow.

Here in the lightless corners, there is 

cover…an illusion of  safety where the only 

judgment suffered is her own.

Ahead, a single spotlight burns a soft, 

white circle into the darkness. 

She is drawn to the promise of  the light; 

to be seen, to be heard, to be recognized.

Somewhere behind her, she can hear the 

distant voice of  her mother, or the girls 

from school. She can still feel the absence 

of  her father, or the unwelcome hands of  

her uncle. The failed marriage, the doctor’s 

diagnosis, the surgeon’s knife—so many 

reasons to stay here in the cold arms of  

invisibility. 

And yet, she finds she’s taken several steps 

forward, and now lingers at the hazy border 

between “what might have been” and “what 

may yet be.”

She turns to the mirror against the wall 

and asks her reflection “Are you ready?”

Smiling back from the surface of  the glass, 

you laugh and shake your head. 



“No…probably not.”

You close your eyes and take a deep 

breath, then another. You feel the earth 

supporting your body. As you drop your 

focus deep into the well of  your feminine, 

the chattering mind quiets, and becomes 

still. Thinking is displaced by feeling. 

Judgment is dethroned by compassion. Fear 

is supplanted by surrender.

You take another deep breath, then open 

your eyes.

“Here I am,” you say, stepping into the 

light.

The shadows fall away.

You are unburdened.

There is no apology.

The girl is gone.

The woman, persists.



Dear Reader,

Thank you again for reading Being Seen. I 

hope you found the experience enjoyable! 

If  you are moved to do so, I would love 

it if  you left an honest review on Amazon.

com. Your support is appreciated.

Leave a book review for Being Seen

My friend, Fatimah

https://www.amazon.com/Being-Seen-Witnessing-Feminine-Through-ebook/dp/B0784WRBQ5/?sa-no-redirect=1#customerReviews
donhajicek
Cross-Out
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