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I got my first tumor at the ripe old age of 4.  

felt like I was swallowing broken glass.  I also had burns on 
my skin, sores in my mouth, and it melted one of my teeth 
right out of my head.  To date, no doctor has ever discussed 
any radiation side effects like this with me.  It wasn’t until I 
studied it myself that I found out why all this was happening.  

Although I’ve lived more than 42 years to date, a medical im-
possibility, I’m going to admit I can be a little greedy when 
it comes to life because I’m insisting that I live to see many 

grandkids and great grand-
kids.  Therefore, as far as I’m 
concerned, I’m going nowhere 
anytime soon.  

I hadn’t been sick in over ten years when this latest set of 
tumors showed up.  That last one was in my liver and was 
unresectable (unable to surgically remove it) and I was given 
three short months to live.   Well, obviously doctors don’t 
know everything; they only know what they’re taught to 
know by other doctors who are taught everything they know 
by huge corporations who make a LOT of money by us be-
ing sick.  But I digress…

Ten years ago, after being told I wouldn’t see my next birth-
day, and having two little boys to live for, I finally stopped 
being ignorant and started listening to my dear friend, Keith, 
who actually turned out to know what he was talking about.  
He taught me that the very food I was eating to live was the 

No one has ever been able to tell me why it happened, what 
caused it, or anything else except that it was a very rare thing 
to have happen.  Thanks to the chemotherapy, radiation, 
and other horrible “remedies” I received, I have developed 
numerous other cancers, such as liver and thyroid, over the 
years.  You see, when you have radiation, especially as a child, 
you almost certainly will have a radiation-caused cancer later 
in life.  That’s me.  I had so much radiation to my head, neck 
and spine area, that I now have my second occurrence of thy-
roid cancer - recurrent Hurthle Cell Carcinoma to be exact.  
This is a non-treatable, non-curable type of cancer - or so 
they say.  We know that recurrent cancers often develop after 
radiation therapy, depending on the part of the body that 
was treated.  For example, girls treated with radiation to the 
chest for Hodgkin’s Lymphoma have an increased risk of 
developing breast cancer later in life.  Most of my childhood 
tumors were in my neck, back, and spine area and radiation 
scatters all over the area they’re aiming for.  Generally, the 
lifetime risk of a second cancer is highest in people treated 
for cancer as children or adolescents.

We also know that chemotherapy drugs and diet increase 
the risk of later side effects such as cancer, and I’ve had more 
than my share of that.  Radiation not only kills or slows the 
growth of cancer cells, it also affects nearby healthy cells, 
causing irreversible damage which can even be passed on to 
one’s future children.  Sometimes people have side effects 
that do not get better or are severe.  For instance, during the 
time of radiation to my neck, my throat would bleed and it 
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very thing keeping me sick.  I never understood the affect 
that food had on me.  I knew I ate a lot of junk but so does 
everyone else and not everyone is sick!  That was my excuse 
anyway.

I was raised on the same type of food everyone else was and 
microwaves were invented when I was a kid.  After that, 
everything we ate went in the radiation box first.  Everything 
was highly processed and sold in a plastic package or can.  I 
didn’t even know until I learned about my food that spinach 
was a leafy vegetable!  I thought it was nasty green slime in a 
can.  I ate all types of meat, all dairy products, 

and was addicted to red food dye in candy and other foods.  I 
loved everything red and had no idea why.

My grandma came from Alabama and was the best south-
ern cook ever.  Everything had gravy, there was always a pie, 
biscuits, bacon, and even when there wasn’t bacon, there was 
always bacon grease - lard they call it - to cook with.  Don’t 
even get me started on how often I ate fast food.  Sometimes 
I would go days without eating anything except candy and 
ice cream.  No good can come of this but I didn’t know that 
then!  Even the food pyramid has it wrong so how was I sup-
posed to know?!

Here’s an interesting thing about food.  Even in the hospital 
they serve you garbage unfit for human consumption.  I’ve 
noticed in recent years that they even build McDonalds and 
Starbucks right inside the hospitals.  Talk about a way to get 
more customers!

A couple years ago, when all this started up again and my 
heart went on the fritz, I was in the cardiac ward and told 
them I was vegan so not to bring me any food during my stay

as my son would bring healthy food.  I can’t stand the smell 
of hospital food anyway and won’t eat it no matter what 
they bring.  So, of course, the first morning they brought 
me breakfast, which consisted of sausage AND bacon, fried 
eggs, and French toast.  Did I mention I was in the CAR-
DIAC ward?!?!  The doctor asked why I wouldn’t eat and 
why I set my food outside my room.  I told him I don’t eat 
dead animals or hospital food.  Then he asked me what vegan 
meant.  Seriously.  So he called the dietician and she said they 
confused vegan with diabetic so apparently that crap was OK 
for diabetics.  What???  So, for dinner, they brought a salad, 

sort of, but you couldn’t see the greens because they smoth-
ered them in ranch dressing.  Gross!  Doctors are not trained 
in good health.  They are trained in putting on Bandaids, not 
finding and treating the cause of disease.  Doctors have no 
idea what good health is about, how to get or maintain it, or 
how to cure anything, especially cancer.  But thankfully, I do.

Back then, I didn’t know that cancer couldn’t thrive in an 
alkaline body or in oxygen.  I didn’t know much of anything 
regarding health really.  The cure for cancer certainly won’t 
be found in some pink ribbon somewhere.  The cure for 
cancer is likely in your own backyard garden.  Wherever it 
was though, I was determined to find it.  I was in excruciat-
ing pain 24 hours a day and I was a bit defiant about healing 
“naturally” as I didn’t understand it at first, but Keith said 
he’d make me a deal.  If I would just try his approach, he 
guaranteed he could relieve me of my pain.  I was in!  Long 
story short, the pain was in control within two weeks and 
there was no looking back after that.  My friend began teach-
ing me the truth about food and the truth about sustaining 
life, something of which I was in dire need.  He taught me 



how juicing, raw food, and yes, colonics and enemas, could 
help bring me back to the living.   For the first few months, 
I had nothing to eat except vegetable juices made fresh at 
home each and every time.  

The coffee enemas and colonics were to help my body purge 
all the chemicals and dead cells without actually poisoning 
me to death. 

When you’re full of chemo, dead 
and sickly cells and tons of who-
knows-what medications, you must 
be aware of what’s going on inside 
so  you don’t overdo the detox by 
going too fast with no relief for your 
liver and other major organs.  They 
can only detoxify so fast so I had to 
learn about the “other end” too.  It 
was a hard concept for me to grasp 
but I had nothing else to lose and 
it worked!  My body got what it 
needed and it rewarded me with 
life.  I can promise you this, there’s a 
pretty powerful link between every dis-ease your body has 
encountered and the food and drink you consume.  I have 
found though, when I give my body what it needs to heal, 
that is exactly what it will do.  

Our bodies are their own natural pharmacy and our job is to 
make sure we give it the proper ingredients to do its work.  
Unfortunately, most “food”, as it’s customarily known, is 
addictive and void of enzymes, vitamins and minerals, all of 
which are essential for a healthy life.

For my healing, we also added breathing exercises, medita-
tion, and yoga into the mix, in addition to lots of laughter 
- the best medicine. Laughter is an easy one for me.  I’ve 
always had a crazy sense of humor and can laugh at just about 
anything, especially myself.  I come from a pretty rough 
background so laughter used to be a survival technique, I 
suppose.  Later in life, when I learned how to be truly happy, 
laughter came naturally.  I’ve noticed that even on the hard-
est days, a random phone call with something funny tied 
in can change my whole outlook and get me off to a much 
better start on my day.  I’m sure that once you lose your sense 
of humor, all bets are off so no matter what’s going on, I keep 
smiling, keep laughing, and everything seems to look up.

It was about ten months after I began to make these changes 
that I noticed I had no symptoms at all, so I went back to 

It was about ten months after I began to make these changes 
that I noticed I had no symptoms at all, so I went back to 
the doctor and asked for another scan and some lab work 
just to see.  The tumor, which was first detected as the size of 
an orange, was no more than a pin point, and the labs were 
awesome.  I had trouble with anemia my entire life but the 
doctor said he wished his hemoglobin looked like mine now!  
Six months after that there was no sign of cancer and I had 

never felt better!

Not only did I not die, but I brought 
another life into this world since then!  
How’s that?!  My doctors couldn’t 
believe it and to prove it, they never 
would put in my file that I’m in remis-
sion because THEY didn’t cure me.  
They refused to acknowledge that I was 
well in spite of what they did to me.  Of 
course, every year since then, I call my 
old oncologists and say, “Guess what 
today is!  It’s my birthday so kiss my 
ass!”  Ha!  

Well, in July of 2009 I got another kick in the gut.  After all 
these years of being on top of my game, never once having 
even the slightest cold, I found out that the lump in my 
neck wasn’t a goiter as I was hoping.  I first noticed the lump 
(and felt the sinking in my stomach) at least a year prior to 
that but I just knew it couldn’t be cancer.  How could it be?  
After all, I’m doing all the right things!  To be honest, I was 
no longer 100% raw but was still very high raw, still vegan, 
and still doing yoga so I just couldn’t understand how this 
could happen.  Despite all that though, I was gaining weight 
like crazy (30 lbs), I was exhausted all the time, and I was 
having a difficult time breathing.  I couldn’t figure any of it 
out.  I was in major denial.  I didn’t know, back in the begin-
ning, that radiation changes your DNA; it changes how 
your cells do their work.  It changes everything and, once it 
does, there’s no changing it back.  I learned that all the stuff 
that was supposed to cure me was just poison, waiting in 
the wings to kill me, and it would be up to me to learn even 
more to save my own life. 

Indeed, my thyroid cancer was back and it wasn’t good.  By 
the time I was diagnosed, my neck was filled with tumors 
and it had metastasized to my lung, bone, neck, spine, and 
lymph.  I was told I should expect that it would soon affect 
my nervous system because of the locations of the lesions.  
Boy, they ain’t kiddin’ when they say this shit comes back  



with a vengeance!  Needless to say, I was pretty pissed off, 
and also scared to death!  I had to have another surgery to 
remove the tumors - all nine of them - from my neck, so I 
could breathe again, and that was more drama than anyone 
needs!  You don’t want to know what it’s like to have a life 
threatening disease and not be able to obtain health insur-
ance, without which you are non-existent and can kiss any 
hope of treatment goodbye.  Don’t get me wrong, if I could 
have, I would have bought insurance, but the insurance com-
panies not real big on covering nine-time cancer survivors.

Here is the good news - since being diagnosed a year and a 
half ago, I’ve really amped up the healing and am keeping 
afloat quite well.  I’ve gone back on the hard core raw food 
diet, juicing every day, growing and eating my oxygen filled 
sprouts, making probiotics such as Kombucha and kim chee, 
using some herbal remedies, getting lots of sunshine and 
laughter, and I’m sure my general happiness is helping too.  
Oddly enough, I’m happier now than I’ve ever been!  I’ve 
landed in a place where I’ve found some wonderful friends.  
I’ve always been the luckiest girl in the world and when I 
went for a colonic one day, the owner told me I could come 
back anytime free of charge for colonics, massage, and infra-
red saunas, which are known to be especially helpful for neck 
cancers.  

My recent blood work shows NO increase at all in my tumor 
markers, cell counts, etc. since my surgery in February 2010 
and mostly I feel pretty great.  Actually, my white count is 
showing an improvement, albeit very slight.  I’ll take it.  Back 
in July 2009, at my diagnosis, the doctors were shocked to 
find how slowly my tumors have been growing.  They said 
that usually Hurthle Cells like to multiply quite quickly so 
this was an odd case indeed.  Me?  Odd?  Guffaw!

Certainly, I don’t expect everyone to live the way I live.  I 
have three kids and we live in a bus.  We’re all raw/vegan.  
We practice holistic, natural healing.  My kids don’t go to 
school; we live the school of life.  My kids don’t go to doctors 
because they’re never sick.  They don’t go to dentists because 
we never have a cavity.  We don’t have any money to speak of 
and we do a lot of bartering.  But the thing is, we’re happy.  
Insanely happy, really.  Life isn’t supposed to be about stuff.  
Life is about compassion and love and play and learning 
and, well…LIVING.  I’m busy raising the three best boys on 
the planet.  We live a pretty free existence.  We don’t live by 
arbitrary rules and I don’t pretend to be the boss and know 
everything.  If my kids ask me a question and I don’t know 
the answer, we find it together.  We live and learn together, 



every day.  When one becomes interested in something, we 
explore it and absorb what we need from each experience.

We don’t have any certain belief system other than to treat 
each other and everyone else well and to love abundantly.  I 
don’t tell my boys how to think or what to believe and each 
has their own feelings about politics, spirituality, and life.  
We support each other’s dreams and ideas and believe that 
whatever it is we want, we can achieve.  Each one has their 
own interests and I do my best to make sure they can develop 
them as fully as they see fit.  We live as a family, not mine and 
yours.  

Everywhere 
we go, people 
compliment 
my kids and 
rave about 
them, so 
I know they’re growing into great young men and it’s not 
just the mom in me thinking they’re the best - I promise.  
Because we have no other biological family, we have been 
fortunate enough to have wonderful friends who we now call 
family and the joy we have found in our relationships with 
them is beyond measure. 

I can honestly tell you that if I die today, I will die with zero 
regrets.  I am living the 
life of my dreams.  I 
asked my kids yesterday 
if there was anything 
they would change 
about their lives if they 
could and their answer 
was a resounding, “NO.”  They said they love their lives, the 
people in it, and everything they’re doing.  As a mom, that’s 
pretty much all I need to know.

If I could, I would force everyone to live the way I live.  I 
wish everyone could feel the physical healing I feel.  I wish 
everyone could stop making excuses and start making 
changes.  I wish they could see what it is they’re really doing 
to their bodies before it’s too late.  I wish everyone could feel 
the complete, overwhelming joy I feel on a daily basis.  I live 
my life truly and fully.  I live my life the way it was meant 
to be lived.  Without hesitation.  Without fear.  Without a 
doubt in my mind that I’m doing the right things for myself 
and my children.  So far, so good.
   

  

I live my life truly and fully.  
I live my life the way it was meant to be lived.  

Without hesitation.  Without fear.

Shannon Rose 
is the mom of three outrageously fun and socially conscious 

sons, a multiple time cancer survivor, and a nearly-ten year 
raw food advocate.  She has been traveling the country with 
her children for the past four years, living in a bus they con-

verted themselves.  While on the road, they have been teach-
ing sustainable living courses.  Mostly, though, they focus on 
raw food and regaining health.  She is now in the process of 

buying a café to serve her famous raw and vegan delights and 
hopes to put down roots in the St. Augustine area.

Shannon also has a website designed to help people learn 
about the raw food movement and begin their journey to 

good health, the RAW VEGAN WAY! 
 See shannonroselive.com for more on her family’s great

 adventure.  Shannon is also completing a book, including 
how natural food and raw living cured her cancer.

I can honestly tell you that if I die today, 
I will die with zero regrets. 



my fathering
revolution

It’s not easy to fly in the face of society’s stereotypes 
and expectations but, when we do, the freedom and 

evolution from doing your own thing is reward enough.  
I am a stay-at-home-dad and have been one for the last 
two and a half years.  I cook balanced (and sometimes 
elaborate) meals for the family.  I can make bread and 

pizzas from scratch that everyone devours immediately.  
I vacuum every morning and mop once a week.  I take 

care of our three kids - my stepson Justin (13), Stephanie 
(2), and John (3 months).  I keep a clean house and give 

the kids their baths.  I read to them, talk to them, and 
play with them.  This year I made a feature length 

documentary on what it’s like to be a stay-at-home-dad.  
I’ve also just recently decided to unschool my two 

youngest kids and Stephanie is already mentally and 
developmentally ahead of the game due to how she’s 
being brought up.  Allow me to give you some of the 

background of how that all came to be and my 
enlightened little journey.



Back in October of 2007, my wife gave me the news that we 
were expecting, which caused me to have to step outside for 
a few minutes to absorb what this meant.  I was a bit wor-
ried at first as I felt I didn’t want to be a father until I had 
wisdom and other things to offer my kids.  
Why was I worried about that?  I’m an 
artist, an avid reader and always looking to 
learn something new and absorb as much 
information as I can when learning some-
thing.  I can cook, I’m a writer, I’m caring, 
I’m giving, I’m protective…looks like I do 
have a lot to offer.  However, first things 
first - it was time to learn about pregnancy.  
Within 48 hours, I began gathering as 
many books and DVDs as I could find on 
pregnancy, childbirth, and baby care.  I 
rode a commuter train to and from work so I spent every 
minute on the train rides soaking up as much information 
as I could on babies and parenting in order to ward off be-
ing an aloof father. 

Why was I worried about being “aloof ”?  Well, just look 
at how men are generally portrayed in films and television 
shows.  We’re always shown walking around the house in 
sloppy clothes, barely knowing what’s going on inside the 
confines of our own homes.  In the superficial reality of TV 
sitcoms and the like, we’re dumb, stupid, aloof and basi-
cally a notch or two up from the family dog.  Wives are 
portrayed as short, shrill, nagging; the true masters of the 
domain.  Plus, while my own father was not aloof or clue-
less in any other way, he was always very detached from me 
emotionally.  He seemed essentially to be there to discipline 
me to the point of being verbally abusive (sometimes physi-
cally) and off he would go to some other part of the house 
to read car magazines.  Simply put, my father was never 
really there for me and treated me as if I was in the way - a 
nuisance.  While I’m a pretty upbeat person, I am still 
quietly dealing with how he treated me as a child and I have 
sworn to myself that I would never treat my children in that 
manner.  

My personal belief is that parenting and child rearing 
should be a stairstep evolutionary process.  A person should 
look at their parents at some point and make note of all the 
positive and negative things their parents did in relation 
to how they raised their children.  Then, when that person 
becomes a parent, those positive and negative observations 
should come into play in how they raise their own children.  

Those kids, in turn, should also make note of their par-
ents’ positive and negative attributions and keep those in 
mind when they become parents, thus creating a parenting 
evolutionary stair step that continues to improve with each 

generation.  I came to my thoughts 
on parenting from dissecting how 
my parents raised me versus how 
I wish I had been treated.  Con-
versely, I feel that most people 
seem to hang on to the child 
rearing traditions of the past.  
“Well, I was raised that way and it 
worked for me.”  Such statements 
are often made without thinking 
much about how they were raised 
and treated as children, how they 

felt at that time, and considering the repercussions of their 
parents’ parenting style.  Were they raised by truly loving 
parents who looked out for their child’s best interests and 
disciplined in a respectful manner, or were they raised by 
parents who were more abusive than loving and affectionate 
and supportive?  

Sometime around my wife’s second trimester, I came home 
and told her that I would be looking for a better paying job 
to help pay for diapers, formula, and other baby necessities.  
Every evening I spent roughly an hour and a half in front 
of my PC sending out resumes.  I wound up only getting a 
mere handful of interviews that proved to be fruitless and 
uneventful, so I figured I would put the job hunt to the side 
briefly and concentrate on finding a good day care center.

As fate would have it, that turned out to be an unproduc-
tive experience as well.  I’d written down about three pages 
of day care center addresses and phone numbers within a 
ten mile radius of where we lived and called almost all of 
them during a lunch break one day at work.  They either 
sounded very good but were completely out of our price 
range, or they were barely affordable and frightening to 
listen to when I had them on the phone.  One place I called 
put me “on hold” for roughly ten minutes while I listened 
to what sounded like three babies screaming at the top of 
their lungs as Baby Einstein played in the background.  It 
might as well go without saying that with what I was turn-
ing up, my wife and I decided that it would be best if one of 
us stayed at home once little Stephanie was born.  That job 
interview WAS successful!  The next day, I told my boss at 
work that as soon as my daughter turned six weeks old, I 



would be resigning.

It was obvious that my boss was pleased with the news as she 
and I constantly butted heads over the fact that I knew more 
than she did business-wise, and that 
I got along famously with everyone 
at work and she didn’t.  From the 
secretaries to the six figure income 
lawyers, I always found myself in 
the company of good, intelligent 
conversation, whereas my boss 
seemed to feel intimidated and 
anti-social around people of such 
social and business stature.  I began 
to tell many of the secretaries and 
paralegals about my decision to stay 
home and raise my daughter and 
everyone was fully supportive, as 
many of them were former stay-at-
home-moms whose kids were now in their last years of high 
school or in their first years of college.  

Despite the encouragement I was getting from these moms, I 
would also get the question, “Are you sure about this?” from 
them every now and then.  It made me wonder if they truly 
liked the time they were home with their kids, or if there was 
something about staying at home that they weren’t telling 
me.  Whatever the reasons behind their comments were, 
they never mentioned anything further.  But I knew that no 
matter what their personal experiences had been, I would be 
making my own path.  I am a very loving, caring, giving and 
nurturing person, so I knew that I would be happy taking 
care of a cooing infant instead of making copies of litigation 
files for stressed out paralegals and secretaries.  I imagined 
holding my daughter wrapped in a baby blanket, helping her 
learn to walk, reading her story books when she got older, 
and being there when something upset her and she needed a 
hug.

On June 2, 2008, I drove my wife, Cindy, and my mother-
in-law, Cristina, to the hospital where Cindy had her labor 
induced.  The images from Hollywood and other media 
venues is one of the nervous and anxious father (sometimes 
fainting during delivery), dealing with his wife who is in full 
tilt agony from contractions.  For me, I felt totally relaxed 
and rubbed my wife’s feet most of the time she was in labor.  
About 1:25 in the afternoon the contractions got more 
intense and, at 1:42, Stephanie was born.  I burst into tears 
within minutes and would not let her out of my sight.  Even 

when she was in the nursery getting cleaned up after the 
birth, I was up against the glass watching everything that 
went on.  Now I was a dad.  It was something that I always 

wanted to be, yet was never sure that 
it would ever happen.  Six weeks after 
Stephanie was born, my wife went 

back to work and I began my 
new job as a stay-at-home-dad.

It is important to point out 
here that there is a substantial 
percentage of people in our 
society who consciously or un-
consciously live their lives ac-
cording to how they have been 
programmed to think and act 
by a variety of authoritative fig-
ures in the early stages of their 
lives.  For example, whether 

we realize it or not, boys are taught “what men do/think/
act/etc.”  The same applies for women.  Stay-at-home-dads 
often endure comments from others about being a bum and 
a deadbeat father for simply not having a paycheck-earning 
job.  Additionally, some people who strongly oppose our 
newfound roles at home not only label us “bums”, but at-
tack our masculinity by labeling what we do as “women’s 
work”.  While the enlightened among us move on past 
gender roles and expectations, some people cannot get their 
heads around the idea of a man staying home to take care of 
the house and kids, while his wife goes to work and brings 
home the paychecks.  Most new, stay-at-home-dads are cog-
nizant of this to greater or lesser degrees in the early stages 
of their new roles and feel it not only from people in public, 
but also lurking within themselves. 

What will my family think?  What will the neighbors 
think?  What does my wife really think?  Am I doing a good 
job?  I feel guilty about not having a “real job”.  All of these 
thoughts, along with feelings of irresponsibility, insecurity, 
doubt, fear, etc. can run rampant during the first days and 
weeks or months at home.  Add to that a trip to a grocery 
store or your local Walmart where your newborn begins 
screaming and crying for what seems to be no reason at all 
(my daughter had colic when she was a newborn, so this 
occurred quite a bit).  While it doesn’t happen every time, 
there are those times when someone will walk by, huff and 
roll their eyes at you, or be a little more direct by suggesting 
that the reason your child is crying is because men do not

Are you sure about this? 



know how to take care of children the way women do.  It’s 
occurrences like these, taken together as a collective, that 
send some guys straight to the classifieds section of the news-
paper and the kids into the nearest day care center.
 I went through all of the feelings and experiences 
in public I just mentioned.  It certainly doesn’t help when 
you’re starting a new job like being a stay-at-home-dad.  
You’re more conscious of yourself and your actions than you 
normally would be, and worries and 
bad looks from people in public ampli-
fy these worries even more.  I consider 
the first summer being home with the 
kids and doing the house chores my 
“trial by fire”, as it was very tough, but I 
succeeded by changing how I thought 
of everything.  The guys who become 
successful stay-at-home-dads are the 
ones who realize that they’re new to 
this role, that their “best” will get bet-
ter with persistence, and to ignore the 
naysayers among us.  
This is the clarifying point where stay-at-home-dads find 
their daily routines and chores becoming second nature and 
streamlined.  More responsibilities can be taken on without 
breaking a sweat.  Perhaps experimentation with more elabo-
rate meals occurs or one of a variety of other breakthrough 
experiments in household management or engaged parent-
ing.  Some guys may want to showboat a little bit because 
of how proud they are and all that they do.  This is normal 
and healthy, in my opinion, as I went through it some time 
ago but, after some time, you cool your heels and go on with 
what you need to do for your family with humility.  I would 
say that I’m on the cusp of showboating and being a states-
man.  I still like to show off a bit with others, yet my main 
concern is, “what can I do to make things easier for everyone 
in my family?”
 Last October, I decided to try my hand at filmmak-
ing (something that I have wanted to do since I was seven) 
and make a documentary on what it’s like to be a stay at 
home dad.  I had noticed that there really weren’t that many 
documentaries on the subject and what few there were 
presented the subject in a syrupy-sweet, overly sentimental, 
melodramatic manner that I grew tired of.  Since my subject 
was stay-at-home-dads, it should be more of a “guy’s kind of 
film”.  It should also be void of male machismo.  My decision 
to avoid that end of the spectrum is due to my total lack of 

interest in sports, cheap domestic beer 
and strutting around, trying to show off 
how tough I am.  I am an artist and am 
pretty sensitive at times; I left the alpha 
male stereotype behind when I was 
sixteen.  The documentary’s end result 
was a 76 minute film that, through 
interviews, my narration and humorous 

stock footage, discusses not only what 
it’s like to be a stay-at-home-dad but also 
covers some of the many topics of par-
enting and being a dad that we, as dads, 
talk about amongst each other (What 
did you do before you stayed home?  
Did the economy have anything to do 
with you becoming a stay-at-home-dad?  
Ever pick up any slack in public for stay-
ing home with the kids?  What do you 
think about day care?).

I began making the film in late Octo-
ber of 2009 using an old 8mm VHS 
camcorder my brother-in-law bought 
roughly twelve years ago, a cheap micro-
phone from Walmart suitable for web 
conferencing and the like, and a stack 
of video and audio editing programs I 
had picked up over the last year or so to 
transfer my wife’s old family home mov-
ies to DVD.   As soon as I began filming 
interviews for the film and seriously 
working on getting this film off the 
ground, everything that could have gone 
wrong pretty much went wrong.  



I would film an interview and then wind up getting video 
but no audio, having to refilm the interview at a later date.  
We had a bad thunderstorm one night that knocked the 
power out in our apartment for twenty seconds, after which 
everything in the house turned back on…except my PC.  
Luckily, my wife told me a few days later to go out and get a 
laptop so I could continue with the film (that laptop was the 
only thing I spent money on towards the film).  After that, I 
got two interviews from stay-at-home-dads completed (one 
from my brother-in-law Paul and the other from Mick - a 
stay-at-home -dad 
friend of mine 
in Australia) but 
couldn’t find any 
other dads willing to 
do an interview for 
the film.  The offer 
was there, but no 
takers.  

I spent the next sev-
en months working 
on the film while 
Stephanie was 
asleep or preoc-
cupied with Blue’s 
Clues or Sesame 
Street.  Other 
times, I could only work in short five-minute periods or 
sometimes not until after everyone went to sleep.  Occasion-
ally, I would post what little I had at the time on Facebook to 
get people’s reactions (usually cringing after having done so) 
and received nothing but glowing comments and words of 
encouragement.  Seeing that other dads out there liked what 
I had of the film thus far encouraged me even more to keep 
going and to step it up.  I was also working against the clock.  
My wife was pregnant with my now three month-old son 
John at the time and I wanted the film completely edited and 
the sound mixed before he was born.  Getting everything 
done before he was born ensured that if he woke up crying 
and needed to be fed, I would be able to take care of him 
instead of sitting in front of a laptop with headphones on, 
working on the sound mix and (probably) not hearing him.

The film was completed in late May of 2010 and premiered 
online on Facebook - first on my own page, then later on its 
own group/fan page.  Since then, DVDs were made at no 
charge and sent out to anyone who requested a copy.  My  

decision to make the film available for free has come not 
only from the fact that I view the film as a gift for other 
stay-at-home-dads worldwide, but also my strong belief 
in altruism. 

Free DVDs of the film are available upon request and re-
quests have come not only from numerous places across 
the US, but also Great Britain and Australia.  At the mo-
ment, I am slowly but surely collecting ideas and topics 
for a follow-up film to expand on the subject of stay-

at-home-dads and the broader subject of 
fatherhood in general.  However, the film 
will be on the “back burner” for the time 
being, as my main priorities are the kids 
and maintaining a clean, peaceful home.

To anyone considering possibly becoming 
a stay-at-home parent, I want to encourage 
you to the fullest extent I possibly can.  No 
other job can compare with being able to 
spend every day with your children, teach-
ing them what you know, following their 
interests and pursuits, watching them grow 

and being 
there for them 
every minute 
of the day.  
As a father, I 
know that it’s 

not often that we get to spend much time with our kids, 
considering that most of us hold nine-to-five jobs and are 
away from home due to work, so I cherish and make full 
use of this opportunity and this chosen life path.  As stat-
ed before, not only am I taking care of them in this time 
and place but I have also decided to unschool the little 
ones as well, due to the benefits of creating and support-
ing the free, open, natural learning process, and because I 
don’t want to miss out on them exploring the world and 
evolving.  The adventure is always just beginning and, as I 
say at the end of my film, “Life is good.”

An average morning for me begins around 5:30 while 
everyone else is still sleeping.  I make the coffee, bag the 
trash, clean and sterilize the baby bottles from the night 
before, make breakfast and start the laundry and the 
dishes.  I like to get as much of the house chores complet-
ed and out of the way as early as possible in the morn-
ings.  Once my stepson has left for school and my wife 
leaves for work, I vacuum, put away the dishes and 

The adventure is always just beginning.



could find on the methods of unschooling, it 
seems to me that this way of learning is the most 
natural and unobtrusive way of educating kids.  
I’ve been learning in this manner since graduat-

ing from high school ten 
years ago and it’s basi-
cally the way Stephanie 
has been learning things 
since she was born.  I 
am not looking to go 
back to work any time 
soon.  Originally, I was 
thinking of getting a 
part time job once the 
kids were in kindergar-
ten and that part time 
job would merely be 
something that I enjoy 

(voice acting, 
working in a 
bookstore, etc.), 
but with the de-
cision to home-
school the kids, 
those original 
plans have gone 
out the window.  

My home and my kids are my job and it’s far more 
rewarding than any other job I can imagine having.  
So, expect me to be around the house playing with 
the kids, cleaning, cooking and watching them 
grow and evolve for years to come - learning and 
growing right along with them.

Watch Mike’s documentary now, totally free!   
“Stay At Home Dads: The Dad Revolution” 

http://www.archive.org/details/StayAtHomeDad-
sTheDadRevolution_963

fold the laundry.  The rest of the day is spent playing with 
my two younger children.  Since we’re a “one car family”, my 
wife usually keeps the car and I’ll take the little ones out to a 
park that’s a couple of blocks away from our home.  When I 
do keep the car, we run errands or go to a local stay-at-home-
dad playgroup where my 
daughter can play with 
kids her age and I can 
hang out with other dads 
while bouncing little John 
on my knee.  Lunch is usu-
ally served around 11:30, 
the kids take a nap around 
12:15 or so and I’ll get a 
two-hour break in the af-
ternoon to relax and think 
about what I want to make 
for dinner that evening.

It never occurred to me before (at least not fully) that we are 
all learning new things every day.  I did not begin thinking 
about this much until my daughter was around two months 
old.  As I observed her learning how to hold a rattle, rolling 
over, crawling, walking, saying her first words, etc., it dawned 
on me that learning is truly a lifelong process and the day you 
stop learning new things is the day you stop living.  How of-
ten do we find that once we have completed a certain level of 
schooling that our learning is curbed or stopped all together?  
As far as academia is concerned, I have never done well in 
school environments and learned more on my own through 
independent reading, talking with knowledgeable people, 
and learning through life experiences.  It seems much more 
natural to educate oneself in this manner and this is why I 
have decided to unschool my two youngest children.

I have gone through twelve years of public school where I 
was barely taught anything of substance at all (other than 
conformity, coercion and how to be a good sheep).  After 
having spent some time reading and watching everything I
 

I have gone through twelve years of public 
school where I was barely taught anything of 

substance at all (other than conformity, coercion 
and how to be a good sheep). 

Mike Denning 
is a 28 year old stay at home dad who is also an 

artist, writer, filmmaker and photographer. Mike 
has been staying home with his children for the 

last two and a half years and is currently work-
ing on making a second feature film about stay at 

home dads and fatherhood.



little girl always thought about her birth mother.  Nothing 
glamorous like some would think, in her mind the mom was 
just an average, kind soul.  Having parents who were rather 

unaffectionate and sometimes borderline 
abusive, the little girl dreamed about a 
family who wrapped her in the warmth 
of comforting hugs and safe love.  No 
thoughts of a Fairy Godmother or some 
rich and famous family, only something 
normal.  Like everyone else had.  Un-
fortunately, the laws of NC stated that 
adoption records were to be sealed for 
life, but that didn’t keep this curious girl 
from wondering...

Eventually that little girl, named Izzy, 
grew into a lovely, young woman.   
Plagued with darkness of a bizarre youth 
and dysfunctional adopted family she 

often enveloped herself in imagination and 
dreams. Growing up with a mother who 
walked through life detached from reality 
and at any minute could have had sudden 
bouts of irritability, anger, and hostility 
made life hard as a child.  Izzy’s adopted 
mother was a woman who could cut 
through steel with words of hurt ensuring 
that no feelings of self-worth existed in 
anyone around her.  And a father, who was 

too scared to react, worked 12 to 15 hours a day just to stay 
away from it all.  Most days Izzy played outside until dark 
or if days bordered on violent she hid in the laundry basket 
or upstairs in the attic.  Deep in her soul she knew that the 
blood that flowed through her veins was filled with nor-
malcy, goodness and love.  She felt nothing like her adopted 
family and was told on numerous occasions by others that, 
indeed, she was different.  She seemed to be naturally smart,

On January 29th, Kathleen was discharged and left the 
hospital without her baby.  Her mother and best friend who 
were by her side throughout the stay left with her.  A brave, 
strong, amazing woman, Kathleen 
carried this baby girl in her womb 
for nine months and gave birth to 
a daughter only seven days after her 
25th birthday.

That same day Baby Phillips was 
placed with a foster family before be-
ing transferred to her new home a few 
months later.

Several months prior to this event, a 
man visited Kathleen as he had done 
several nights a week for a year.  As 
it turns out this man, Mike Miller, 
was someone whom she had become 
quite close and loved dearly.  But this 
night was different, as Kathleen had 
news to tell Mike.  I can only imagine, 
now knowing Kathleen, how that news 
fell from her lips. Voice quivering, 
tears loaded on her bottom lid, wait-
ing for permission to travel down her 
pale cheek.  After sharing that she was 
pregnant, Mike unexpectedly told her 
that he was married.  He also added that 
he had two sons and a baby on the way.  He said it would not 
be possible to give up his wife and family for her.  Although 
the news made her numb with disbelief she  bravely said she 
would take care of things and he shouldn’t worry about her 
or the baby.  He left and it was the last she saw of Mike. 

The baby girl grew up in an average home.  The adopted 
parents loved her in the beginning but as problems crept into 
the marriage things changed.  No matter what, though, that

Kathleen
The Story

A baby girl was born January 24th, 1969 6:17 pm 
to a Kathleen Phillips, a young, beautiful 25 yr old, 
single mother. The baby weighed in at 7 pounds 
12.5 ounces, little body 21 inches long, brown 
hair and brown eyes. One of  the hospital staff
 noted that she was “a nice, well-formed infant 

and rather pretty for being a newborn.”



school came easy and she rarely 
needed help with homework.  
When it was necessary, she 
sought help outside the family.  
She was quiet, sensitive and shy, 
not like any other family mem-
ber.  And she didn’t have a mean 
bone in her body.  She never 
had any desire to hurt anyone 
physically or mentally. 

Although vaguely understand-
ing the adoption laws, Izzy still 
started searching early at the 
age of 20.  First contacting the 
agency where the adoption 
took place, Social Services, who 
informed her that they could 
provide “non-identifying” 
information.  And so they did. 
For the first time in 20 years she 
had something, some glimmer 
of knowledge about her roots.

Izzy didn’t stop there.  Count-
less hours were spent at the 
computer, searching for any-
thing and everything. Savings 
spent on Private Investigators, 
mostly wasted.  Those out there 
who say they want to assist in 
your search, unfortunately, only 
want to prey on the innocent 
and provide no answers. But she 
still tried, trying desperately to 
find someone who believed in 
her heart’s wishes.  The last time 
Izzy tried was with a company 
that claimed they could find 
anyone. $500 later, they didn’t 
find her birth mother, but did 
provide a name. That name was 
Kathleen Phillips.  They also 
emailed a snapshot of the birth 
registry.
 

Mother’s information according to what was provided at the time of  adoption:

Age at the time of  your birth:  25 years old
Race: White
Nationality: Irish-English, a little of  Cherokee (mother’s side)
Religious Affiliation: Baptist
Education: High School Graduate
Occupation: Clerk
Marital Status: Single
Health: Good
Additonal background information (including health and medical history):

Your mother’s family consists of  3 siblings, two girls and one boy, and a married brother who has a wife and one 
child (no disclosure as to this brother is a half  sibling or not).  Your maternal grandfather worked as a foreman 
of  a maintenance crew and had this job since 8 or 9 years prior to the time of  your adoption.  He has also done 
logging for himself.  He has completed only about four years of  formal education but  has a great deal of  common 
sense and has picked up additional learning, according to your mother’s disclosure.  Your maternal grandmother 
was employed as a machine operator of  a manufacturing company and has a high school education.

Both were deceased at the time of  your adoption.  Your great grandfather died of  stroke, and your great grand-
mother had some stomach trouble.  However, according to your mother, “all the rest of  the family members are 
usually in good health.”  Your maternal grandfather has other siblings - 5 sisters and 2 brothers.

On your maternal grandmother’s side - she has one sister, a father who was 67 years of  age at the time of  your 
adoption and a retired shipyard worker, and a step-mother who was 73 years of  age at the time of  adoption.

When your mother graduated from high school, she said she thought she might like to go to college.  She entered 
one local college but did not like it there, so she got a job.

Description of  mother:

She is five feet three and a half  inches tall and normally weights about 140 pounds.  She does not look fat be-
cause she has a heavy bone structure.  Her hair is wavy and medium brown, her eyes are blue, her complexion is 
medium fair.  She is a very pretty girl.  She made good grades in school, usually B or better, and her best subject 
was Math.  She is not musically inclined, read a great deal - science works as well as historical fiction and nonfic-
tion.  She was not active in sports, although, she danced and bowled.  She is not a drinker and does not smoke 
and has never taken drugs.  She had a number of  social acquaintances and close friends.  She is a mixture of  
extrovert and introvert.  She gets along well with people and seemingly gets along better with girls than she does 
with boys.  She has never had many dates.  She said she is 
very close to her family members.

Father’s information according to what was provided at the time of  adoption:

Age at the the time of  your birth: around 25 years old
Race: White
Nationality: American
Religious Affiliation: Roman Catholic
Health: Good
Education: High School Graduate
Occupation: Telephone installer and repairman
Additional background information (including health and medical history):

Your father was described by your mother to be good looking, about 5’6” and weighed about 170 pounds.  His 
hair is dark brown, his eyes are dark brown, his complexion is medium.  She said he is quite friendly, likes to hunt 
and dance.  He drinks some, but has never taken drugs, as for as your mother knows.  She also disclosed that he 
has a nice, likeable personality.  He was in the Naval Reserve, and his health was reported to be good.  You have 
two other half  siblings by your father, however, their sexes were not disclosed.  One was five years old, and the 
other 2 years old at the time of  your birth/adoption.



There I was!!  Baby Phillips born January 24th, 1969 to 
Kathleen Phillips.  It was the only birth on the county regis-
try for my birth date so I knew it was me. I cried for days...

The search continued, even though the savings were gone 
and I was now divorced and struggling financially.  I knew 
deep in my heart that I could not stop, I could not give 
up.  Some unknown force drove my head and heart to keep 
searching.  Something mysterious was just telling me that my 
time was short, that it was becoming a matter of necessity 
that I find her. 

On January of 2008 NC Legislation finally passed an adden-
dum to the Adoption Law.  It stated that an agency, could, 
if they choose, become a mediator for adoptees or birth par-
ents. They could set their own fees and their own rules.  I im-
mediately contacted Buncombe County Social Services and 
was told that YES, in fact they were in the process of creating 
a process for just such a thing and they would contact me 
when it was in place.  This addendum would change my life.

In August of 2008 I received an application.  The rules basi-
cally stated that I would pay $250 and they would open my 
file, search from the information given and find my birth 
parents within 90 days.  After the 90 days, if the parents were 
not located the file would be closed and no money refunded. 
I happily agreed to said terms and quickly sent my applica-
tion back in with the money requested.

At this time I was remarried to an insanely gorgeous man, 
whose patience rivals that of Ghandi.  I knew that this event 
could not have happened at a better time as I would have the 
emotional, mental and physical support I would need to face 
such a demanding time in my life.

As I mentioned before, the search was to last for 90 days.  It 
was now coming close to Christmas and my time was run-
ning out.  90 days of excruciatingly painful waiting.  Waiting 
and waiting and the phone never rang.  One evening  my case

worker finally called.  I was so 
emotional that my husband had to 
speak for me.  We were told that 
my birth parents had not yet been 
located but those at the Social Ser-
vices office felt that more time was 
needed.  They graciously extended 
the search an additional 30 days.  
On day 118 of the 120 day search, 
my case worker called. Ten days 
after my 40th birthday - finally 

they had located Kathleen.  I was notified that my birth fa-
ther had passed away several years earlier and the addendum 
made no provisions of “deceased” birth parents so I was still 
unable to learn any information about him.

Although saddened of the news of my birth father my heart 
still soared.

Kathleen, now 64, was in a nursing home and her health 
poor.  The case worker told me that Kathleen had given the 
ok for contact and the case worker gave me her phone num-
ber.  That was the first day I heard my mom’s voice.  At first I 
could do nothing but cry, but eventually I got my wits about 
me and we had a long, wonderful conversation.  She said she 
always thought about me on my birthday and hoped she had 
made the right decision and that I was alright.  She asked if 
I had been given to a good family and wanted to know if I 
had had a good life.  I assured her that I had (no need to tell 
her otherwise).  I told her that my birth father was deceased 
and she said she hadn’t seen him since she gave him the news, 
so she had no idea he was dead.  She told me she was in a 
nursing home and unable to come visit me, but wanted us 
to meet in person.  I agreed and we then made plans to meet 
that coming weekend.

A few days later, my husband and I made the road trip to 
Black Mountain. We first checked into a hotel room as we 
planned to stay a few days. It was about lunchtime when 
we arrived and our meeting was scheduled for 3. Although 
nervous about the unknown, my nerves were rather calm. I 
fretted more about how I looked more than anything, as I 
wanted her to think I was beautiful.  I suppose every little (or 
grown) girl wants their mother to be proud - to look at their 
child and say “that beautiful girl is my daughter”.

Every piece of clothing neatly pressed, hair perfectly set, 
makeup flawless, we headed out the door. We stopped on the 
way to pick up some fresh flowers.



I remember that when we pulled into the parking lot of 
the nursing home I was amazed that I was still feeling quite 
relaxed. I’m a rather emotional woman and so I was quite 
proud of myself for remaining so together. It only took three 
steps away from the truck towards the building and that all 
suddenly changed. I started welling up inside, knees shaking, 
walking was no longer second nature, stomach was churning. 
My husband by my side tightly holding one hand and with 
the other I was gripping my Izzy scrapbook (photos of my 
journey from babydom to adulthood).  Fear of the unknown 
had taken over all my senses.  But, I was finally here, scared 
but so ready to see this through.

Walking through the door of the nursing home is a bit of 
a blur. I remember quickly scanning the room as I was still 
trying to desperately cling to my husband and my scrapbook 
and make my way through the heavy doors. But my brain, 
so detached, completely ignored the snapshot of the room. 
There was a woman sitting by the receptionist desk, but 
again, the brain was on autopilot. I told the receptionist that 
we were there to see Kathleen Arrowood (formerly Phillips). 
She pointed to the woman beside the desk who was now 
standing to meet me.

It was then that emotions that I had never experienced 
before poured from every part of my soul. Standing before 
me was my mother. Her smile instantly made me feel at ease 
and she held out her arms to hug me.  The embrace was warm 
and loving, just as I had always wished. It wasn’t until after 
we left that my husband told me that the first words out of 
her mouth were “isn’t she beautiful”. I was so engrossed in the 
moment that I simply missed that part. We spent the next 
five minutes hugging and crying.  

Kathleen was a short thing only about 5’2” compared to my 
5’8”. Grey, short hair and stunning blue eyes. She grabbed 
her walker and said we could talk in the room down the hall. 
My husband patiently waited in the lobby. After seating our-
selves comfortably in the private room, she proceeded to tell 
me the story of Mike. She said a few years after I was born 
she met a man named Joe and they were married for 30 years. 
After she was diagnosed with kidney failure and dialysis 
was her only means of staying alive, Joe left her for another 
woman. He selfishly explained that he was tired of living in 
the mountains; he wanted to reside by the beach and had no 
desire to take care of her while she was sick. My heart broke 
for her... She was then forced to auction off her house and 
belongings and move into a full-time care center where she 
could receive the medical attention she needed.

She then turned the focus to me. I told her bits and pieces of 
my life, purposely leaving out the bad childhood. No need 
for her to think she made the wrong decision. I shared my 
Izzy scrapbook, which is book I had created many months 
ago in the hopes of sharing my pictorial journey of my life 
with my mom once we met.  At one point while making her 
way through photos of me, she stopped on one picture of 
when I was four months, not long after being adopted.  She 
laid her hand on my tiny little feet and sighed. She said they 
never let her see me in the hospital.  She told me that she 
knew in her heart that she could not take care of me and give 
me a financially stable life.  After breaking the news to her 
parents, her father tried to talk her out of her adoption deci-
sion.  He told Kathleen that he would take me under his care 
and do his best to give me a good life.  She did not want to 
place the burden on her parents, so made the final, difficult 
decision to give me away.  Although it was heartbreaking, she 
felt it was for the best.

As we talked, she stared hard at my face, almost as if she 
were looking 
through me. 
This made me 
nervous as I 
thought per-
haps she didn’t 
think I was as 
pretty as she 
had imagined 
or I somehow 
was letting her 

down. Finally she said “you look just like your father”. I cried 
hard. I had spent 40 years staring at a face in the mirror not 
knowing what that face resembled. Whether I was pretty 
or ugly or who I looked like, etc. Finally that face had an 
identity. My brown eyes, brown hair, everything - I looked 
like my father.  And she so eloquently stated, “He was very 
handsome”.

For the next seven months we traveled to Black Mountain, 
bringing books, letter writing supplies and whatever she 
needed to keep her sanity in the “prison” she so adamantly 
despised. For the next seven months I learned more about 
the woman I had missed all that time and tried to figure out 
how to have a relationship with a woman who gave birth to 
me, but whom I did not know for 40 years. 

As that seven months passed I discovered more and more 
about this beautiful woman.  I learned that she was a bit of 



an introvert for the first 20 or so years of her life, but 
because of her job she had to become more extrovert-
ed and assertive.  She worked as a manager for the lo-
cal telephone company and her job was quite stressful.  
Because of that pressure she had several heart attacks 
while working there.  At 41 I am still very much and 
introvert and stress can be my worst enemy.  I admired 
her strength and tenacity.  We found that we both had 
a love of crafty things.  She loved to knit (something I 
wish I could have learned from her) and enjoyed col-
lecting ink stamps to make cards.  Since I make hand-
crafted jewelry, I happily provided her with several fun 
pieces.  I shared my photography, drawings, writings, 
etc.  Crafts provided a wonderful common ground for 
us.  We were more alike than we knew.

Then, on August 31st, 2009, Kathleen’s sister called to 
say that Kathleen suffered from a heart attack while 
on dialysis and did not survive.

Seven months.

My heart still aches as it did the night we received 
that call. I miss her more than I could share here in 
words. Finding her filled such an enormous void in my 
soul and as quickly as it was filled, that void appeared 
again.

At the funeral I was finally able to meet the family that 
I hadn’t met in the prior seven months. Friends and 
family all gathered and so many said what a generous, 
giving, light hearted, funny, loving woman she was. 
I was so proud. Her best friend shared with me that 
for the first few years after my birth, Kathleen had 
birthday parties for me every January 24th.  She would 
invite her closet friends and sit around the table with 
a small cake.  Kathleen would say very little, wishing 
me happiness and understanding of her decision.  That 
story confirmed that she loved me with all her heart.

January 17th, 2010 would have been her 65th birth-
day and the first of her birthdays we would have spent 
together.

January 24th, 2010 would have been the first birthday 
that she would have spent with me (other than the one 
41 years ago in the delivery room).

February 7th, 2010 would have been our one year an-
niversary of the day we first met.

March 3rd, 2010 I wrote this story to remember a 

brave woman who brought a beautiful baby girl into the world. 
I still remain in touch with Kathleen’s sister and her best friend.  
In their letters and conversations they continue to share memo-
ries and information that I delicately gather and keep safe and 
secure in my heart. Even though Kathleen is no longer here to 
share her life, I am fortunate enough to have an extension of her 
through my new family.  

Meeting Kathleen, even for that brief time, has changed my 
world in so many ways.  
For so long I felt like a 
tree with no roots.  Now I 
am a well-rooted creature 
with a beautiful family.  
Recently, Kathleen’s sister 
sent a rather interesting 
package with various 
items from Kathleen’s 
youth.  Her baby book, 
baby brush, birth cap, 
pictures of her growing 
up and more photos of 

my new family.  Looking at her photos now I see where I get my 
smile, my chin, my fat cheeks, etc.  I no longer look in the mirror 
at a face I don’t recognize.  For a few brief moments each morn-
ing, as I stare at my reflection in the mirror, I see my mother.  
And for that I will be eternally grateful.

Izzy Winterhart
I currently live in Fuquay Varina, NC 

with my husband, dog and two cats.  
I work part-time as an Administrative Assistant.  

I am also a Jewelry Artist 
creating most of my pieces in copper and mixed metals. 



Having had my first child in my thirties, my identity 
was very much defined as a working professional.   
With the birth of my first son, I began trying to meld 
the world of a career woman with that of a mother.   
Childcare, a primary issue for most working moms, 
was an easy decision for me since my workplace had 
an on-site daycare center.  The center accepted 
children starting at four months so, at exactly 
four months and one day, I dropped off my first 
child.  The infant room had a remarkable child/
staff ratio of 2:1 with each child being assigned 
a primary teacher.  Trusting that my son was 
well cared for, I was ready to get back to work.    
Three years later, I was a full-time working mom with two young children.  Once 
again, at four months and one day, I dropped my second child off at daycare.  The 
same teachers were still working in the infant room and this continuity of care 
made the transition easier.  My older son had moved to the 3 year-old room, where 
a miniature “construction site” had been erected with pulleys, dump trucks and a 
pile of sand on a large tarp.  Most days, I dropped the kids off between 7 and 8 a.m. 
and picked them up between 5 and 6 p.m.  Every once in awhile, I would sit in the 
classroom for a few minutes and just and watch.  I wanted to see with my own eyes 
what filled their days.  The classrooms were overflowing with imaginative activi-
ties.  Field trips, ingenious art projects, story telling, and skits were just a few of the 
creative happenings at the center.  My kids were thriving.

Over time my job grew along with my children and having quality daycare at my 
place of employment provided a needed lifeline.  I had a demanding administra-
tive position in a major medical center where I wore so many hats, sometimes I 
felt like I didn’t have time to breathe.  Lunch was usually a working lunch, either at 
my desk or with a co-worker.  I was responsible for preparing and monitoring a 40 
million dollar department budget, editing the department newsletter, producing 
and analyzing numerous reports, and supervising staff.  I sat on inter- and intra-
departmental committees too numerous to name and continually was assigned 
special projects.   

 

... subtle questions of 
disquiet would invade 

my consciousness.  
Did this rat race 

make sense?

Leaping Together
Still, once in a while, subtle ques-
tions of disquiet would invade 
my consciousness.  Did this rat 
race make sense?  I liked my work 
environment.  I enjoyed the chal-
lenges, the recognition and creative 
projects yet I was often exhausted 

- stretched with nothing left to give.  
I felt successful and accomplished, 
though I sometimes wondered what 
it would be like to be home with the 
boys.  Since my identity was very 
much defined as a career woman, I 
never seriously explored the idea of 
being a stay-at-home mom.  Besides, 
it wasn’t financially realistic; my 
husband was self-employed and I 
was the stable income.  Regardless of 
income, I had trouble imagining my 
life without a career.  I easily quieted 
these doubts. 

With the long work day, we typically 
had dinner after 7 p.m.  Usually my 
husband made it home in time for 
dinner.  If he didn’t have to go back 
out for work or some neighborhood 
meeting (he was committed to 

or... Shifting During Financially Uncertain Times



improving our neighborhood), then he and boys would race around the 
house laughing and shouting.  Sometimes they’d all end up in our small tub 
together, water flying around the bathroom.  I read the bedtime stories.  Left 
to my husband, story time would involve tossing the boys in the air to help 

put them to sleep.  
Sometimes, I dozed off 
in the middle of story 
time and one of the 
boys would nudge me 
and say,  “Mom, you’re 
sleeping.”  “Billy, you 
read the story,” I’d say as 
I turned the page, strug-
gling to keep my eyes 
opened.  My oldest son 
knew Green Eggs and Ham by heart so I was off the hook.  

“I do not like green eggs and ham, I do not like them Sam-I-am!” Billy 
pretended to read in his best mean voice.  I loved cuddling on the bed; I got 
to relax and spend some time with the kids.  After bedtime kisses, they were 
usually asleep by nine.  I’d pick up the house and finish cleaning the kitchen.  
My husband was either doing some work or had passed out on the couch.  If 
he was awake, we’d talk about our day for a few minutes and then I’d open my 
briefcase and finish some work project.  Eventually, I crawled into bed after 
midnight where my husband was already asleep.  

It was hectic, but my life as a working mom found what I considered a 
manageable rhythm.  The weekdays were frenzied, but I was home on the 
weekends, so that was my time with the kids.  Yes, I was living on auto-pilot 
with the majority of time going to work…then kids…not much left for my 
husband…and forget about me; but I was successful working mom. 

As added support, I even had one friend, a stay-at-home mom, who would 
keep my kids when they had a cold or slight fever.  If truth be told, I was a 
little envious of her life.  I’d stop in and she’d be playing in the yard or crawl-
ing in boxes with her kids.  Her life seemed to have a sense of calm.  Her 
world was her family.  She was a mom, but I was a “working mom”.  As a ca-
reer woman with children, I did both.  I had a great job, great kids and a great 
husband.  Most of my friends and peers were working mothers.  We believed 
“we could have it all”.  If it required squeezing more into our days, it seemed 
like a fair trade.  

When my oldest son was ready for kindergarten, a new adjustment to our

family rhythm loomed on the horizon.  
Kindergarten required new child care 
hurdles to cross.  The plan consisted of 
before-school care at the daycare center…

then a bus 
would pick 
him up and 
take him to 
his school…
at the end of 
the school 
day he would 
be dropped 
back off at 
the center for 

after-school care…and stay there until I 
picked him and his younger brother up 
at the end of my work day.  It was the 
beginning of a workable arrangement, 
even though it felt like there were a few 
cracks in the plan.  I was a multi-tasker.  I 
didn’t mind frenzy, but that didn’t seem 
right for my children.  For the first time, 
I started to seriously question what we 
where doing.  

Next we needed a plan for school holi-
days, as well as summer camp.  I remem-
bered my summers as a child, endless 
unstructured days filled with so many 
possibilities.  A hallow feeling grew in 
the pit of my stomach as I thought of 
programmed summer vacations for my 
kids.  I began to dream of summer days 
at the beach with my children.  I buried 
those thoughts knowing I was living in a 
different world from my childhood and 
this is what we needed to do.

Before I could put the new child care 
plan into action, I was informed that my 
 

Sometimes, I dozed off in the middle of story time and one of 
the boys would nudge me and say, “Mom, you’re sleeping.”  



position was being eliminated.  I wasn’t surprised; 
I had been working with outside consultants 
regarding financial cutbacks in the institution and 
had actually suggested the elimination of my level.

My boss told me that they wanted me to stay, so 
they offered me a new position in the medical 
center.  This position required more time and 
responsibility, but included a significant salary 
increase.  I appreciated the salary increase, but 
the idea of an increased workload felt suffocating.  
Emotions I didn’t want to face 
started to surface.  I loved my 
job, the environment, the fact 
that every day was new - fresh 
with its own rewards and chal-
lenges.  Yet, my life seemed 
out of balance.  I had no time 
for myself, didn’t know my 
neighbors, and had limited 
time with my children.  Were 
car rides and bedtime stories 
enough?  Daycare provided 
my kids great care and educa-
tion.  But didn’t my children 
need more from me?  Actually, 
I realized I needed more time with them as much 
as they needed it from me.  Where was I going to 
find the extra energy? 

I was a member of the generation that believed 
that you could have it all—work, motherhood, a 
great lifestyle.  I defined myself as a feminist who 
had fought for equal rights and equal pay.  I had 
earned the right to be a successful working mother 
and, like my peers, had the right to have it all.  
Thus far, juggling motherhood with a career 
had been manageable, although stressful, and 
the thought of more work was overwhelming.  I 
couldn’t imagine squeezing more work into my 
day.  Where was the breathing room?  I began to 
realize that having it all came at a price.  It cost me 
something much more valuable than money.  I was 
completely stretched and realized that I wanted to 
give up my job.  I had been working for so long, a 
part of me thought I’d always be a career woman 
and financially nothing else seemed possible.  But 
there was this quiet voice inside, one that I 

ignored for so 
long I wasn’t sure 
it was mine that 
was calling me 
to be home with 
my children.  
Yet, I couldn’t 
be unemployed 
at this juncture.  
My job provided 
the stable income 
and health care 
benefits!  To 
make matters 
worse, my hus-

band, a realtor, had recently changed to the commercial sector and 
was not yet making a profit, so we were living on my income.  Our 
situation was an example of why financial planners promote estab-
lishing an emergency fund.  Unfortunately, we didn’t have one.  Not 
having a guaranteed paycheck did not seem like a risk we could take.  
The potential layoff seemed like an escape hatch out of the madness 
and the fact that it wasn’t feasible made me feel empty.

 That night, as my husband and I ate at D’Agostino’s restaurant, I 
broached the subject.  The kids weren’t with us.  A friend’s dad had 
died and after the visitation we stopped for pizza.  I was certain our 
only option was for me to take the new position.  I needed my hus-
band to understand my disappointment, to witness the future that 
was dangling before us and see my sadness.

 “I don’t know if I can take this other position.” I said.  “I don’t think 
I can handle much more.”

“Do you think it will be that much more work?” he asked.

“They keep cutting positions and piling the jobs on the people who 
are left.  And what about Billy?  Before school care, after school, 
school holidays, summer camp.  Is that what we want for our kids?”

I was a member of the 
generation that believed that 

you could have it all - 
work, motherhood, 

a great lifestyle. 



“What do you want?” he asked.  I felt trapped by our situa-
tion and didn’t think this question mattered.  

“I want to take the layoff,” I said.  “I want to be 
home with the kids.” 

“If you leave and we can’t make it, do you think 
you can get hired somewhere?”  he asked sipping 
his wine.

“I have lots of skills.  I’m sure I could find 
something.”  I knew I was well respected in the 
institution and thought someone would hire 
me back, but I couldn’t believe we were actually 
considering this.

“Do it!” he said.  “I think things are going to start to pick 
up in my business and in six months we can re-evaluate the 
situation.”  

I was amazed by his quick answer and his trust in the out-
come of our future.   Although I am the one who tends to 
worry about money, I was stunned by his willingness to forgo 
my guaranteed salary.  I guess working on straight commis-
sion, you have to have a sense of faith in the future.  
There was no thinking about it, worrying about it, or analyz-
ing it.  It was just DO IT.   A conversation that took less than 
five minutes completely altered our lives.  I wasn’t used to 
taking such leaps of faith, let alone having someone willing 
to leap with me.   I decided I’d better move fast before he 
changed his mind.  He’s an optimist, but I thought his ratio-
nal mind might make him reconsider.  

 The next day I told my boss that I didn’t want the other 
position and would take the layoff.   She was surprised; she 
had made a point of finding me another position in the in-
stitution.  After seventeen years in the medical center, a part 
of me could not believe I was leaving.  Within one week, I 
was home with my children.  To help with the transition, I 
handled a few work phone calls from home.  Each call rein-
forced my decision.  I knew where I wanted to be and it was 
at home with my children.

It was July and I discovered the joy of daily trips to the park.  
I felt like I was on an extended vacation.  I started making 
home cooked meals and began to teach my boys to cook.  

When my three year-old was assigned the role of head chef, 
he proudly rolled hot dogs in crescent dough then rushed 

out to the garden and 
picked snapdragons 
and nasturtiums to add 
to the salad.  I didn’t 
miss working.  I felt at 
home and at peace for 
the first time in years.  
When I was working, 
my boys only played in 
the enclosed back yard.   
I didn’t have the energy 

to chase them out front.  Now they played in front and 
back and soon became friends with the other boys on the 
block.  We even planned a neighborhood block party for 
the end of summer.  It was something my husband had been 
trying to get me to agree to for over five years.  I always said,  
“No…No Time…No Energy.”

We started looking at ways to reduce our expenses.  I re-
ceived a severance package, but it wasn’t going to last long 
and my husband only got paid if there was a closing.  We 
had three cars; within a month we dropped to one.  I had a 
cleaning service; now I did the all cleaning.  We usually ate 
out or ordered in two or three times a week; now I did all 
the cooking.  I didn’t need clothes for work and of course 
we didn’t have to pay for child care.  The first time I was 
faced with a dwindling bank account where I thought I was 
not going to have enough money for groceries, I started to 
panic.  I knew there was no point in asking my husband if a 
closing was scheduled.  His business was so fluid he couldn’t 
guarantee a check was coming until he had it in his hand.  
My heart started to race as I looked at my grocery list.  I 
knew I needed to shift my perspective.  I put a coat on my 
three year-old and we headed to the park.  The combina-
tion of the fresh air and watching my son laugh as I pushed 
him in a swing calmed me down.  I came home, changed 
my grocery list to only the essentials and raided the coin jar 
for extra cash.  From then on, whenever I started to panic, I 
took a few deep breaths, spent some time with my boys and
trusted that we would be fine.  We always were.  It’s amazing

I knew where I wanted to be and it was at home with my children.  



how much you can spend on things for the house, kids or 
yourself that you really don’t need.  Watching how we spent 
our money didn’t seem like we were depriving ourselves; 
instead we were making conscious choices.

Friends of mine would say, “I’d love to be home with my 
kids, but I could never afford to quit.”  They didn’t know 
that at times our checking account was empty.  I chose not 
to discuss our finances because I really didn’t think it was 
about money.  How could it be about money?  We didn’t 
have any!  My answer to the question of being able to 
financially afford to stay home was always the same.  “We’re 
doing it by making different choices.”  I finally understood 
what having it all meant.  Having it all means living an au-
thentic life - a life that matches your values.  We did have it 
all.  We were together as a family.  We played board games, 
read stories, and took picnics at the lakefront.  We volun-
teered at the park and the church.  We vacationed at home, 
exploring local museums and neighborhoods.  We orga-
nized the best neighborhood block party ever!

Six months passed and we decided we liked our lives better, 
even though money was tight.  I don’t think the boys even 
noticed the tightening of our wallet.  They just noticed the 
fun, the time to relax, run and breathe.  I volunteered at my 
son’s school, never missed a school play or recital, and was 
there to share an after-school snack or help with homework.  
For my husband, the calmer home-life allowed him to relax 
more with all of us.  He saw how important being present 
was.  He even scheduled time in his day to volunteer each 
week at my son’s grade school as a Great Books leader.  Fam-
ily dinners became an important part of our day, and now 
my husband was sure to be there.  I never returned to full-
time employment.  Eventually, I helped my husband in his 
business and took on some consulting work.  But no matter 
what I was doing, I always maintained the flexibility to be 
home with my children.

It took less than our “trial” six months for my husband and 
I to realize that the greatest treasure we had in our lives was 
our time together as a family.  Once we were clear on what 
we valued most, it was easy to give up things that didn’t 
matter.  I don’t think we would ever have thought we had 
enough money for me to quit my job.  The more money we 
had, the more things we thought we needed.  Plus, our crazy 
lifestyle required expenditures for things we didn’t have 
time to do ourselves.  The layoff gave my husband and I the 
push to take a leap and discover what we valued most.   

I left a successful career to choose the life I wanted for 
myself and my family.  I pruned away an identify that no 
longer fit, shed possessions I didn’t need, released desires 
that weren’t real and created an authentic life.  It wasn’t 
about planning for the future and worry about the past; it 
was about making the most empowering choice possible by 
grabbing what I truly wanted in the present moment.  My 
life went from frantic and harried to a sense of calm and 
true fulfillment.  I learned the importance of defining your 
core values and then living an authentic life.   
I’ve never regretted my decision to stay home with my 
children.  It’s been 16 years since that leap.  We’ve been 
through many different stages - the most recent adjustment 
was sending our youngest son off to college.  At each new 
juncture, our focus has always been on what is most im-
portant to us in the present moment.  Now, as I once again 
reinvent my life, I know that the choices I make will reflect 
my authentic self.
Maybe an outside force will give you the push to re-examine 
your life and assess what’s most important to you.  But why 
wait?  Once you determine what you truly value, review the 
things you do, the things you own, the way you spend your 
time and resources.  These things reflect your choices.  Are 
these choices supporting your core values?  Nothing is more 
empowering than identifying what’s truly important in your 
life and then living a life that reflects this truth.  Choose 
truth and dare to leap!

Mary Jo Guglielmo 
has had many incarnations (e.g. bookkeeper, child life 

specialist, consultant, intuitive life coach, medical center 
administrator, MOM, sales person, volunteer, writer).  

She believes in finding joy in the present moment, whether 
it’s raking leaves, preparing a home cooked meal or finish-

ing a work project. That said, she’s still struggling to find 
the bliss in cleaning the toilet.  Her search for joy has led 

to eating lots of chocolate and a willingness to risk looking 
like a fool.   A friend recently asked her if she was a fortune 

teller.  She laughed and said maybe I should buy a turban 
and a crystal ball. As an intuitive life coach, she believes 

following your passion is a willingness to step through the 
muck and move towards truth, even if others think you’re 

nuts. Besides, nuts can be fun!  A dabbler at heart, she never 
seems to have only one job or interest.  At this stage, you 

might find her designing a webpage or marketing flyer, 
conducting a class on tapping into your intuition, writing a 

blog or working on a children’s picture book manuscript. 



On an Autumn day so sunny and crisp it was irre-
sistible, I set out on a horse 
ride with my daughters Jess 
and Olivia and our three 
horses - Dream, OC and 
Maisey.  While my daughters 
were competent riders, I was 
only beginning to ride and 
my horse had only been with us a few months but 
seemed to be going well enough for me to take him 
out onto the neighboring 100-acre tree farm just 
across the road from where we lived.
We set out at a slow walk and life seemed very, very good.  The sun was shining 
on us, the air had that slight crispness I love so much and we had the whole day 
ahead of us to do whatever we chose to do with it.

Not far into the ride, we had to descend a moderately steep hill which led 
down to a depression and then ascended up to the main section of the tree 
farm.  On the way down the rocky hill, Dream started to lose his footing and 
went into a trot, which was fine until he continued to speed up into a lope at 
which point I started to lose my balance and l was leaning out of my saddle 
toward the row of trees closest to my right side.  All I can remember is think-
ing that if I went over any further my head would smash into the trunks of the 
trees that were closely planted together.  And that’s the last thing I remember 
before my fall.

I came to, after being knocked out on impact, to see my daughter Jess standing 
over me.  As I had fallen to the left (who knows how I managed that!), Jess said 
I had put my arms out to break the fall but had hit my head at the same time 
and was knocked unconscious for about 10 seconds.

I got to my feet and was dazed but I felt good except for my left arm which was 
quite painful.  I decided since I wasn’t in agony, it probably wasn’t a dislocated 
shoulder and since I could move my fingers, I hadn’t broken my arm, so I 
toddled off home.  I believed that once I reached home and had a hot shower 

everything would be okay.  I completely 
forgot about my horse and left my kids be-

hind in my urgent 
journey home to 
“safety”.  Basically, 
I was just relieved 
to be alive!

Jess had wanted to 
call an ambulance 
but I refused, very 
firmly in fact, and 
also refused medi-

cal treatment once my husband arrived 
home and wanted to take me either to the 
hospital or a doctor.  I just wanted to be 
okay and I knew that if I went to a hospital 
(of which I am quite frightened), or a doc-
tor, they may just find out something was 
wrong.

The next day, with an arm as large as a foot-
baller’s, I got up to go to the bathroom and 
passed out.  I passed out again on the way 
back to bed and my husband put his foot 
down and insisted on taking me to receive 
some medical attention.  So we headed off 
to the local medical centre and, after x-rays, 
we ended up at The Royal Brisbane Hospi-
tal in the Orthopaedic Ward.

I had a broken humerus and a shattered 
shoulder with all the tendons and muscles 
torn from the bone.  I would need an 
operation to put a plate and pins in the 
humerus and reconstructive surgery on the 
shoulder.  Wow!  How life can change in 
an instant.

My everyday life had halted since the ac-
cident and I was unable to do any house-
work, take care of our business, care for   

The sun was shining on us, 
the air had that slight crispness 

I love so much and we had 
the whole day ahead of us to do 
whatever we chose to do with it.

Dream



the animals, or even care for and feed my children.  I was in a lot of pain and 
really couldn’t do much of anything.

Nine days later, I went into the hospital again for surgery.  It had taken nine 
days for a place to open for me be-
cause we do not have private 
health insurance.  If I had not 
been so damned stubborn 
and allowed my daughter to 
call an ambulance, I would 
have been taken into Emer-
gency and operated on within 
days - possibly even hours.  

I don’t remember much of my 
one week stay in hospital as I 
was heavily medicated to relieve 
the pain, but I do remember how hard it was to do things with 
only one arm and two very wobbly legs.  I needed a nurse to help me shower 
and supervise me on the toilet - quite humbling.  I also remember the women 
with whom I shared the room.  They were very inspirational and I felt as 
though they were there to teach me how things can always get worse and that 
how you deal with it makes a huge difference to the outcome.  One woman 
had been in a car accident and suffered spinal injuries.  Her head was inside a 
metal cage which looked extremely uncomfortable, but, you know, she never 
complained.  In fact, she kept everyone else’s spirits high with her stream of 
jokes and non-stop chatter with the nurses.

Sleep was my retreat from the pain and I slept a lot during my stay in hospital.  
Eventually, after passing a few tests with the physiotherapist and doctors, I was 
allowed to return home.  I couldn’t wait, imagining the peace and quiet and 
comfort of my own bed.  So it was a bit of shock to return home and realize 
that peace and quiet came about because there were no nurses, no food trol-
leys and no cleaners at my place!!  We were on our own - just me and my two 
daughters.  Wayne, my husband, had to continue working to keep our business 
going and pay the bills.

Fortunately, for me, my two girls had been unschooled for a few years and were 
used to the daily routine of life at home and what running a house entailed.  
They also knew how to feed and care for all the animals and, even better, they 
knew how to cook.  I wasn’t hungry much as my appetite had dwindled to 
almost nothing with the morphine but they needed to be fed and so I was very 
relieved that they were so independent.

My girls were angels and I could not have recovered so well without them.  
They helped me dress, made me food, cleaned the house, washed clothes, 
changed beds, fed and cared for our 40 odd animals, answered and screened 
phone calls and made sure I wasn’t disturbed if I was asleep.  Then, when 
their Dad returned home around 6-7 PM, they would feed him and clean up.  
Without the incredible care and assistance of my girls, we would have had to

hire some help.  They even kept me compa-
ny during some of the long nights when the 
pain was so severe I couldn’t sleep.  

You really get an appreciation 
of the crap on TV in the wee 
hours of the morning.  I actually 
came to tolerating the mindless 
infomercials that plague TV in 
those hours.

During my recovery, my 
husband was on a campaign 
to get rid of my horse.  He 
blamed the horse for my ac-
cident.  I didn’t.  I knew full 
well that it was my decision 

to ride him before he was really ready for a 
beginner rider and so I took the blame for 
what had happened and the responsibility 
for it.  I would get very upset when Wayne 
mentioned selling off my horse.  He was 
a purchased “rescue” horse; one so badly 
neglected that he was very sick when we got 
him and my girls and I had been working 
very hard to restore his health and retrain 
him, as he was also pushy when we got him.  
Dream is a big horse at 16.2 hands high and 
it was quite intimidating when he would 
push into you.  This horse meant a lot to me 
and I wasn’t going to let him go anywhere.

Recovery was slow and I had to relearn how 
to use my hands, arms and shoulder again 
with the help of a wonderful local phys-
iotherapist who not only helped me heal 
physically but also helped me heal emotion-
ally with the use of her warm and caring 
humour.  Twice a week initially and then 
once a week towards the six month mark 
of my recovery I visited Glynn for physio-
therapy. Wayne had to take time out from 
work to drive me to each appointment and 
also to my hospital check-ups.

Rediscovering the use of a limb is quite 
fascinating.  I had to relearn how to move 
my arm at first.  My hand was weak and I 
could barely make a fist with it.  All my fine 
movement was gone and so we focused on  



getting my arm to lift and move back down again.  I had 
to “tell” my arm to move; the subconscious movement 
we have in our bodies was no longer there.  I had to ask 
my arm to move in the way I was visualizing in my head.  
It wasn’t always easy either and it was very, very painful 
after a session of physiotherapy.

After a few months, I was 
able to drive my automat-
ic-geared car again but 
could not change gears in 
a manual (our driver’s seat 
is on the right in Australia, 
necessitating the use of my 
left arm to change gears).  
The absolute freedom my 
daughters and I felt when 
we could go out in the car 
again was massive!  We were 
filled with joy at just being 
able to go to lunch locally and 
we went out for the first few 
weeks for breakfast and lunch 
almost every day!  It was a 
great feeling.  We were on our 
way to being independent!

I began to use my fingers 
again and could almost touch 
type after months of not 
being able to type with two 
hands.  I am a trained touch 
typist and found it very dif-
ficult and time consuming to 
type with one hand - well one finger, in fact!

My hand movements were still quite crude and clumsy 
at this stage and I still had to concentrate to “ask” my 
arm and hand to perform tasks that I take for granted 
with my other hand.  I don’t even “hear” the conversa-

tion that goes on between my brain and the other parts of 
my body that weren’t damaged but I still sometimes hear my 
brain requesting a movement from my left arm and hand.  As 
I said earlier, I find this fascinating.

At this stage of my recovery, I was visiting a local therapist 
and receiving craniosacral treatments, which were really 

speeding my recovery 
along, and we were 
working on reincor-
porating my arm into 
my body and getting 
it all to operate as 
one unit again.   My 
therapist would no-
tice that I was very 
protective of my 
damaged arm and 
he worked on get-

ting me to relax and 
imagine my arm uni-
fied with all my other 
limbs.  I enjoyed 
these treatments 
immensely and they 
continued for about 
3 or 4 months.

I am fully recovered 
now and have almost 
full use of my arm, 
something I celebrate 
each day.  I feel very 
strong and grateful 

to have a fully functioning body and I appreciate the intri-
cacy of this body and how wonderful it is.

Reaching up to the highest shelf I can reach (I’m only 165cm 
tall) in the supermarket gives me joy because I can still re-
member having to ask my daughters to reach for items off 

 

 I feel very strong and grateful to have a fully 
functioning body and I appreciate the intricacy 

of this body and how wonderful it is.  



any of the shelves as my arm would not extend to reach the 
can and then could not hold the weight of the can.  Lifting 
heavy weights like saddles and bales of hay makes me 
happy because I CAN.  I feel as though I have a whole 
new lease on life and definitely a much heightened ap-
preciation for my life and health.

There were some rough patches during my recovery 
and towards the end, around the six month mark, I 
became depressed for a short time for the first time in 
my life.  With the help of two very dear friends and 
their strong support, I moved through my depression 
and frustration at the continuing pain. 

I was always very grateful for what I have in life and for 
my gorgeous and loving family, but that has sharpened 
and heightened because I truly realize how quickly our 
lives change and that family and loved ones were the 
things I needed most when my life did change.

I am a firm believer in the Law of Attraction and I believe 
I attracted my horse riding accident to teach me to appre-
ciate, to love, and to live in the now, and not to succumb 
to complacency.  It is said often and by many people, but 
it is true - life is a gift, live it fully. I would add - “Don’t 
forget to have fun along the way!”

 

Karen Dickson
 lives in a semi-rural area north of 

Brisbane, Australia with her partner Wayne, 
their two amazing daughters, 

along with two dogs, four horses, geese, ducks, 
chickens, guinea pigs, fish and Mrs. Turkey.  

Karen’s family run their own Tree Surgery 
business, live an unschooling life and 

love spending time with their animals (just as well!).  
Karen also enjoys organically growing as much 

of their food as she can and the sub-tropical 
climate makes growing many varieties of 

fruits and vegetables reasonably easy.

I believe I attracted my horse riding 
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and to live in the now, 
and not to succumb to complacency.



I have been intrigued with 
the experiences I have been 
following over the last sev-
eral years among folks who 
are experimenting with and 
learning from a plant based hal-
lucinogen called ayahuasca, an 
Amazonian vine that has been 
used indigenously as a “teacher 
plant” - known for its emetic, 
purgative, cathartic, dream-
inducing and/or visionary ef-
fects – and known to facilitate 
states of consciousness that are 
believed to open into the worlds of spirit.

A few months ago, I met a remarkable family of two parents 
and three children, aged 14 - 21, who have all chosen to 
travel to Peru to experience ayahuasca together, and more 
than once.  I asked the father if he would share some of his 
insight gained with us and he agreed.

Barb:  I am so interested in your story where, as I understand 
it, you have taken your whole family to Peru a couple of 
times to experience ayahuasca.  I have not had an ayahuasca 
experience myself, although I’ve read a book or two on the 
subject and believe very much in the altered state as a catalyst 
for growth and expansion.  What you’ve done strikes me as a 
very radical and real way to both challenge yourself and your 
family toward transformation.  So, let’s begin with your tell-
ing me how you came to consider an ayahuasca experience in 
the first place.

Alex:  My wife woke up one day with two thoughts in her 
head:  one was of our son Dustin and the other was of aya-
huasca.  Our son had been going through some hard times 
with depression, alcohol, and drugs.  He was not feeling any 
sense of direction in his life and was pretty much in a dark, 
dark place.  He was 21 at the time.  He was a dark spirit and
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unhappy.

My wife then did some 
research on ayahuasca, as 
it was foreign to both of 
us, and found an article in 
National Geographic that 
impressed us both.  We then 
found a Peruvian location 
that shamanically facilitated 
the ayahuasca experience 
and shared our research with 
Dustin.  He took just a day 
to contemplate it and said 

he felt compelled to experiment with it and wanted to leave 
as soon as possible for Peru.  We immediately got in touch 
with the facilitator and arranged for Dustin’s arrival the fol-
lowing Tuesday. 

He spent several days in Peru and called us at the end, telling 
us that his heart had been totally blown open and he was 
feeling a profound healing and spiritual opening.  When 
he returned home, we could see that he had completely 
changed, and was so much more connected to himself and 
all that is than we had ever seen in him before.

I was so impressed by what I was witnessing in my son and 
of what he told me of his experience that I wanted to do it 
too.  I made plans to travel to Peru alone and did so shortly 
thereafter.  When people meet me now they often say things 
like “you’re so connected” but before experiencing ayahuasca 
I had felt no connection or even had any idea about the 
enormous potential that is the human life.  It’s so amazing 
how quickly I have grown and transformed in just 18 months 
since my first experience.

Barb:  I want to know about your own personal transforma-
tion with ayahuasca, Alex.  I want to know how your life 
changed 18 months ago since your first experience.



of the healing I needed to achieve regarding death.

While 90% of those who ingest ayahuasca purge during the 
early stages, I 
never did.  
My fam-
ily has all 
purged 
when taking 
ayahuasca.  
For the 30 
people or 
so who 
were on an 
ayahuasca 
journey at 
the same 
I was, 
there were 
numerous 

assistants at the ready to assist with purging and any 
kind of help someone might need.  So no, I had no concerns 
about my physical well being then or since then.

Since that first time, I have gone on to take ayahuasca 
another 25 times, each time coming out of the experience 
with a profoundly satisfying and full feeling of total love.  
My journeys are a comfortable combination of play, expan-
sion and instantaneous growth - it’s like a really serious level 
of “open”.  I am learning lessons constantly.  For example, 
I will replay an experience I had with someone many years 
ago where I was cruel or unjust, ask myself how I could have 
treated another in this way and, on a cellular level, feel what 
they felt.  What you end up with, in the end, is how to live 
your life in a better way.

Barb:  Tell me about some of the lessons that have come your 
way on ayahuasca.

Alex:  I met my wife 20 years ago when our boys were just 2 
and 3.  We married and I raised them as my biological sons.  
We later had a daughter together.  I have seen the times when 
I was feeling resentful and the ways I ‘d wished I’d been 
more loving.  I’ve seen many of the moments of forgiveness 
I’ve received from my wife and what she was feeling.  I’ve 
learned from being in the visionary state that everything that 
occurs in my life, everything, is a gift and something I can 
learn from, or was gifted to learn something from - from the 
simplest to the darkest and most complex.

Alex:  Here’s the thing with ayahuasca: you can go into the 
experience thinking this or that, but ayahuasca is going to 
discover what you need.  I admit I arrived with some fear and 
anxiety about what to expect, combined with my thought 
that there was something wonderful about to happen. I went 
into my first ceremony and what I got out of it was pretty 
amazing. I went in so deep that I completely left my body the 
entire night.  As I look back on it now, my memory is that 
at that time I was actually 
looking down at my pros-
trate body and thinking I 
had died.  It was very scary 
but I was also aware that 
there was nothing I could 
do about it.  I traveled 
astrally to visit my family 
and saw that they were fine 
- I was floating above our 
house, watching them in 
our breakfast room, able to 
watch them in real time, seeing that they were happy, feel-
ing and knowing that they were happy, that they were ok.  I 
remember thinking “wow, this is pretty cool.”

Knowing my family was well, I recall thinking that I wanted 
to let go and begin some deeper exploration.  That’s when 
the heavy shit started happening.  I was about to receive 
healing that I had no idea I needed.  I went into the bodies 
of some of my deceased relatives - my father, my aunt, my 
grandmother and grandfather - people I was very close to.  I 
actually experienced each of their deaths during my ceremo-
ny - the physical pain, the emotions and feelings associated 
with their final moments of life - a lot of fear ... and then an 
overwhelming sense of peace and love with each death.

After experiencing multiple deaths in this way and facing the 
fear, I came away with most profound awareness of love I’d 
ever felt in my life, ever.  I’d never experienced anything like 
this, this feeling of peace and love, and they were all with me 
at that time.

Barb:  Were you concerned then or now about how close 
you may have actually been to death?  Were you concerned 
about possibly having taken too much of the drug?

Alex:  Oh no, never, not at all.  First, it’s impossible to take 
too much of ayahuasca.  Second, ayahuasca is best not 
referred to as a drug, but as a plant medicine.  Third, my 
experience of death during my ceremony took place because



The challenge of explaining ayahuasca is that there is no way 
to explain it.  Every person’s experience is different, as a func-
tion of their own psyche, life events, thoughts, feelings, is-
sues, challenges, etc.  Some people experience extreme horror 
on their journeys.  I feel like I’ve had a pretty easy and great 
life, which may explain why I have not experienced such 
things during any of my journeys.  If I had to put everything 
I have learned about ayahuasca in a nutshell, I would say that 
it takes a person and opens them up to a level of conscious-
ness that makes them aware of their full healing potential on 

all levels of existence.  That’s exactly what it did for me; I had 
no idea that this level of love and connection to myself, to 
people, to nature, to everything, was around or even possible.  
I can now understand, for example, how Mozart, at age four, 
was able to do what he did, see the world he did, begin com-
posing music as he did.  His level of connection to himself 
and his world was such that he could fully express himself 
and immerse himself in his powerful and unique element.  
Mozart did not need ayahuausca.  

Barb:  So, in other words, it’s like ayahuasca is a pill for con-
necting with one’s true authentic essence.

Alex:  Yes!  It is authentic.  This reminds me of conversations 
I have with my daughter about the nature of reality and what 
is real and not real.  On one level, if you get hit with a bowl-
ing ball it’s going to hurt and that is real.  But there are many 
different levels of reality and they differ for each person.  
What feels real to me may not feel real to you and vice versa.  
We each identify with and create our own realities and they 
change all the time.  

My daughter and wife did their first ayahuasca journeys over 
a year ago and similarly experienced dramatic and real trans-
formation in their worldviews, feelings about themselves, 
connection and love.

Barb:  Had you had any prior drug experience before taking 
ayahuasca?

Alex:  I did, but again, I don’t consider ayahuasca a drug.  
Ayahuasca is a visionary medicine.  I have used a fair amount 
of marijuana and some LSD, but never anything regular or 

at all addictive.  I would say that there are some simi-
larities between LSD and ayahuasca, but the big sig-
nificant difference is that LSD is not at all spiritual as 
is ayahuasca.  Where LSD is a drug trip, ayahuasca is 
a total and complete opening of the spirit, a journey 
to meet myself.  That’s the best way I can differentiate 
them.  It’s like the difference between partying and 
beauty.

Barb:  So you say you have experienced it another 25 
times during the last year and half.  Do you go to 

Peru every time or have you found a source for it in 
the U.S.?

Alex: I’ve made a few trips to Peru but I have since 
purchased a grown plant and have harvested it for my 
personal use.  Ayahuasca is an illegal substance in the 
U.S. and I don’t recommend that anyone ingest the 
plant without a knowledgeable shaman to facilitate.  
I have such a powerful and reliable connection with 
the plant that I am able to journey alone.  I also have 
an intense desire to be completely alone with the 
plant so I can achieve an intimacy that I cannot when 
being supervised.  My entire family has been to Peru 
twice and each has taken ayahuasca ten times.  We are 

We each identify with and create our own realities 
and they change all the time.  



planning another trip soon.  

Having the whole family together and experiencing this, 
each in our own way, is so deeply bonding and connecting 
for all of us.  We can take our experiences into our normal 
daily lives when we return home and it’s beautiful.  The en-
ergy and love we feel for each other and all that is is compel-
ling.  Ayahuasca is teaching me, and teaching all of us, how 
to listen to ourselves, find our authenticity, live what is true 
for us.

My son has overcome his depression and drug addiction, 
although he still enjoys some alcohol.  He is an artist and a 
writer and has come to the conclusion with ayahuasca that 
he doesn’t want to reduce his life to a 9 to 5 job or work just 
to make money.  He is no longer a lost soul.

Barb:  Tell me how your day 
to day life has changed since 
your initial awakening from 
this visionary medicine.  How 
has your worldview changed?  
How do you see the world 
differently?  How have your 
behavior or thought patterns 
changed?

Alex:   While my work has not 
changed, I can tell you that I 
enjoy life so much more now 
than I ever did.  I feel a part of 
everything now, a connection 
to everything.  I no longer feel 
like a passive observer or participant in my life, just watching 
the world go by, but a vital creator of my own experience.  I 
can sit outside in my backyard and observe the trees, feeling 
such a connection with them and all of nature.  I just enjoy 
the simple act of breathing now.  I feel an absolute oneness 
with everyone and everything now.  The sunlight, the water 
in my swimming pool, watching the leaves fall - nothing dies, 
everything transforms and regenerates.

I have been a drummer for most of my life and am constantly 
tapping, tapping, tapping on everything I see, bugging peo-
ple to death sometimes.  When I was in the visionary state, 
I saw that my whole universe is about patterns and rhythm 
- everything - flowers, air, water, everything.  It is so cool 
because that is entirely unique to me and how I make sense 
of the world.  I can now feel a rhythmic connection with 
everything and it just flows and feels wonderfully connected.

Barb:  Do you find the effects of ayahuasca stay with you 
awhile?  Do you do it so frequently as a way to ‘recharge’?  
Or, are you looking to achieve different levels of awareness 
and experience each time?

Alex:  I do find that each time I do it, I experience new av-
enues of reality.  It’s not so much a recharging as it is a recon-
nection with something I love, much like going to a favorite 
museum or restaurant over and over again; just like studying 
a piece of artwork over and over causes me to see or feel 
something different each time.  With each experience I find 
that I am learning to manage it more and give the experience 
direction.  If I want to focus on a particular feeling or issue 
or memory, or even focus on developing a skill for example, I 
am finding I can do that and achieve great insight that I can’t 
achieve without ayahuasca.  I have taken it with the express 

purpose of learning how to play 
better chess or be a better drum-
mer!  I can tap into the essence 
of the energy that is required to 
improve and it works!  I can do 
that!  I am learning every time I 
journey with ayahuasca.  Besides, 
it’s just a beautiful place to be.

Barb:  Have you been to a place 
on ayahuasca that is dark and 
scary and one you wish you had 
not journeyed to?

Alex:  No, I have not, but I have 
met many, many people who 

have.  But it’s all good, too.  Feelings of sadness or anger or 
resentment are feelings that ayahuasca is ideal for ‘finding’ 
and bringing to the surface after holding them in for so long 
- so it can be released and allow you to grow and move on.  
With ayahuasca you will experience dark, negative feelings or 
emotions that may have originated in childhood or even your 
current life.  Experiencing them in this way allows you to get 
them out of you once and for all so they don’t continue to 
linger and hold you back in your real life.  People commonly 
talk about how they purged anger or depression or the time 
they did this horrible thing, for example.  It’s beautiful to see 
yourself be able to move so quickly through the darkness of 
memory and emotion, the horror or terror of it, and then 
reach acceptance, letting go and then achieve a love and con-
nection afterward.

Barb:  As your family is making plans now to travel to Peru 



again for another round of ceremonies, is each looking for-
ward to it or is there trepidation?

Alex:  Everyone is looking forward to it but everyone is also 
a little nervous.  By no means is it a “hey, this is a lot of fun” 
experience.  We don’t really know what lies ahead.  We will 
each go through 
multiple ceremo-
nies that last from 
four to twelve 
hours each.  In 
my case, once 
the ceremony is 
over and every-
one is getting 
up to leave and 
the lights come 
back on, I often 
go even deeper 
and remain in the 
visionary state 
for another good 
while.  When we 
are all done, there 
is a very loving 
energy amongst us as we talk about what we experienced 
and support each other.  We go through periods afterwards 
of both quiet introspection and feeling of just wanting to 
hug everyone and talk.  The experience opens our hearts and 
we express our hearts in different ways.  Everything in life is 
driven from a place of love and that’s what becomes so clear 
and what we want to share.  The Beatles said it, right? - love 
is all there is.  Love is the primary thing we connect with, the 
driving force of life.

When I had my first experience, I spent a whole day cry-
ing.  Having had the opportunity to see my grandma and my 
grandpa and feel what they felt and connect with them, and 
to know that they are great even now as they are deceased, 
was monumental for me.  I was so overwhelmed that I did 
that, that I could actually do that - be with them.  In fact, I 
wasn’t myself during the experience; I was my grandfather; 
I was my grandmother.  The entire next day I actually felt 
more as if I was them than I was myself.

I can relay an interesting story about something that hap-
pened at this time.  I remember when my grandfather was a
nearing death, he needed help going to the bathroom and I

was there to help him to the toilet.  He was so embarrassed 
to need help from me in that way and it was so obvious to 
me.  We were both uncomfortable.  After my ayahuasca jour-
ney was over when I lived my grandfather’s final moments, 
in fact a whole day later, I was in my bungalow in Peru and 

sitting on the toi-
let.  I swear, at that 
moment, I turned 
into my grandfa-
ther, and I could 
feel all that he felt 
in his moment of 
shame and bitter-
ness and embar-
rassment. I felt like 
I was losing my 
mind here; what 
was going on?  I 
was shape shifting 
into someone else!  
I’ve since realized 
that the experience 
was a reflection of 
my connection to 

my blood line, and was just a start of how I came to feel con-
nected to everyone everywhere, not just my bloodline.

Barb:  I am understanding that, for you, the central, gravitat-
ing experience you have gained from ayahuasca is love.  Has 
this also been true for your family and their experiences?

Alex:  Yes, definitely.

Barb:  Would you say that this is true for everyone using 
ayahuasca?

Alex:  I can’t say whether it is universally true, but I will 
say that of all the people I have met who have experienced 
ayahuasca, 99% of them come away with this centralizing 
feeling and force of love in their hearts.

Barb:  Wow, that is pretty remarkable.  What do you feel 
are the reasons the visionary medicine is not available in the 
U.S.?

Alex:  I guess the same reasons marijuana or psychedelics 
are illegal and largely unavailable.  The substances can’t be 
controlled by the government, for one, and, more impor-
tantly perhaps, the insight and wisdom gained from their use 
is threatening to the status quo.



My wife and I have been so impressed with our growth since 
ayahuasca that we are doing research now, consulting doctors 
and other professionals, and making plans to open a drug 
treatment center in either Peru or Brazil.  Ayahuasca would 
be featured as a form of therapy, along with a variety of psy-
chological supportive methodologies.

You’ll be interested in knowing that there is an official reli-
gion known as Santo Daime with chapters in both Austin, 
TX and Oregon that use ayahuasca as part of their belief 
system and have received legal sanction to do so.  

Something I think is so important in this discussion is the 
role of intention.  My intention 
is so different, especially with 
shamanic help, when I experi-
ence ayahuasca.  When I was 
young and experimenting with 
drugs, I was only interested in 
the party and in having fun.  It’s 
possible that I could have had 
a similar ayahuasca type experi-
ence with LSD years ago if my 
intention had been what it is 
now.  I don’t know if that’s true, 
but I have heard from others for 
whom it is true.

With ayahuasca, which is just a 
plant, I feel completely connect-
ed to the wisdom of the plant 
- the connection to water, to the 
earth, to the observations of ev-
erything going on in and around 
the plants.  It feels odd to describe 
it like this, but it’s definitely a 
wisdom, a knowing, a connection 
to life.  Plants know everything 
and they communicate!

My experience has given me so much to think about, with 
indigenous peoples for example, and their traditional uses 
of ayahuasca and other psychedelics.  Culturally we like to 
think of them as backward and uncivilized, but in reality I’ve 
come to see that their chosen lifestyles are a manifestation of 
a much greater connection with life and love and everything 
around us.

Barb:  How has your parenting changed now that you are 
feeling such a strong, resonant connection with love?

Alex:  My wife tells me I am a lot softer.  It’s much easier for 
me to act from a place of love than before.  I am more under-
standing.  I feel wiser.  I love more.

Barb:  For others interested in doing some of their own 
research or even wanting to consider an ayahuasca experience 
for themselves, what resources can you recommend?

Alex:  There are many places in Peru you can go to to get a 
reputable shamanic experience, but one I recommend is Blue 
Morpho - their website is easy to find.  There are also lots of 
great books out there - Google and start reading!

Editor’s Note:  For lots of great information, visit 

www.ayahuasca.com



Keeping Score
                       And Spain takes an insurmountable 
                           one to nil lead into the second half.

At dinner the other night, Sweetie said she thought it 
took a therapist five years to really understand how to 
use a certain technique for treating trauma.  A couple 
of years to learn, then a few years of practice with 
supervision.  
I said to my friend that the technique seemed to be easier to learn than golf.

That very afternoon I had watched the person who, not so long ago, was the best golfer in the 
world.  Best by a huge margin.  I watched him embarrass himself.  It was the fourth day in a row 
he had embarrassed himself.

He is thirty-five years old.  He has been playing golf for more than thirty-one of those years.

Had he been interested in the trauma technique, he could have certainly learned it by now, and 
learned it well.  If the minimum to get good is five years, he could now be six times good.

After more than three decades, one would guess he would not put in four straight days of revert-
ing to rookie-shrink status.

The obvious then appeared:  Keeping score changes everything.  The questions became clear:  
Who’s keeping score, why are they keeping score, what are they keeping score of,  in what con-
text are they keeping score…and what does it mean to keep score?

BASIC SCORING
The whole idea of keeping score seems almost too complicated to figure out.

Keeping score is not a new thing.  Human history is littered with keeping score…with winning 
and losing.  It seems the Aztecs played serious games.  Regrettably, I have forgotten exactly what 
the winners got….but I remember that the losers were beheaded.1   While losing the World Cup 
might seem to be a tragedy, literally losing your head is worse.

 1 I remembered half right.  Some say the losers lost their heads…others say the winners were beheaded.
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This is not a historical analysis.  The Aztec example is to 
remind us that keeping score…that winning and losing…is 
not a new concept.

I don’t know about women, but by the time a guy is thirteen 
or fourteen, there is a clear idea of what it means to “score”.  
While certainly not noble, most guys, most of the time really, 
really want to score.

And, not surprisingly, high scores are something to brag 
about.

Wilt Chamberlin, the man who scored a hundred points 
in a professional basketball game, wrote that the number of 
women he had scored with 
was in the five figures.  It was 
around 20,000.  That would 
have him winning the scoring 
title year after year.

But the rules of scoring are 
vague.  What if a married 
couple happen to be rabbits - 
just love each other and can’t 
wait to physically prove it.  
Isn’t that scoring?

And if there is love involved, 
shouldn’t there be some kind 
of rating system…like in diving 
or gymnastics?  Maybe there 
should be an affection level 
and a degree of difficulty level 
to get a genuine and precise 
score.

Wilt was a serial scorer, an as-
sembly-line kind of guy.  What 
we know is that assembly-line 
products are cheap and all the 
same.

If we were artists, that’s not the way we would keep score.  
Great artists make great art…but not everything a great artist 
produces is great.  Each artist has a few masterpieces - some-
thing that is so special, so astonishing, that the world honors 
it forever.

Maybe, when it comes to “scoring”, we need to somehow 
recognize the great love affairs.  The masterpieces.  Ordinary 
people might be great lovers and extraordinary people might 
be ordinary lovers.  The idea would be to discount empty 

numbers.  Discount assembly-line affairs.

From Wilt we might learn this: we don’t really know what a 
high score means.  We don’t know exactly how to judge scor-
ing.  We don’t know what a good score really is.  

Certainly sex is not the only way we keep score. 

What about money?

MONEY
There’s the old, “the person with the most toys when he dies, 
wins.”  I’ve always thought that was a stupid thing to say.

I mean, if it was some kind of deep existential statement, 

then we might take it seriously.  If someone truly understood 
that the world is meaningless, and then chose to worship 
money, then it would be an interesting thing to think about.

But no.  People who want to die with toys can easily believe 
in God.  The Puritans believed that money was a visual sign 
of the elect; nothing existential or meaningless about that.  
God chose you and God made you rich.

Praise Jesus…. I’m richer than my next door neighbor.

It continues to be my sense that saying, “the guy with the 
most toys when he dies, wins” embarrasses the person who 



be rich.

Certainly there are many people who got rich because they 
were smart and worked hard.  We know nothing else about 
them.  Maybe they are also kind and generous; maybe they 
believe they get to keep every dollar they earned.  Maybe 
they don’t want to bow to the notion they happen to have 
the skills and temperament to succeed.

Maybe they believe this: to hell with everybody else.  I want 
to die with the most toys.

What we know is that money is one of the important ways 
we keep score.  It’s easy to do.  Depending on the food-chain 
you’re on, every million dollars counts; or hundred million; 

or billion.  Or every ten dollars.

To be fair, keeping score with 
money is a cultural thing.  There 
are cultures in which a good score 
depends on your generosity.  Do 
you always feed your friends?  Are 
you always willing to share what 
you have with those in your vil-
lage?

A bad score would be having 
money and resources and keeping them for yourself.

While we know there are people like that in the United 
States, that is far from mainstream score keeping.  I know 
a successful investment banker who told me this:  You can 
afford to be generous after your first hundred million dollars.  
That, I believe, is an extreme statement of how we keep score 
in America.  

Is it a good thing to keep score by counting money?  Why 
not.  But it seems necessary to know exactly what the money 
reflects.  How did the money land where it did…. and how 
important is that money to the person who has it?

Are we willing to give higher scores if the person with the 
most toys is also the person who is most generous?

Is it possible that $50,000,000 is a meaningless score?

We will take up money again at the end of the essay.  

KEEPING SCORE….. Kind Of
We live in a Precious Valley; a kind of tofu culture that takes 
itself very seriously.  We live right across the river from a vil-
lage named Waterville.

There is much to learn from Waterville.  Sweetie and I 
learned, to our surprise, that West Side Story was not suited

believes it.

Time to get to the topic.  Let’s think about money and how 
you get it and how to think about it.  Is money a good way to 
keep score?

A long time ago, Sweetie taught me that getting rich and be-
ing smart had no real relationship.

When you think about it, money is related to lots of things… 
and only now and then does brain power matter.

What if you’re an average accountant and get a job with a 
start-up business…and the business is Microsoft?  Within 
a decade, you’re rich.  And after that, you’re even richer.  
Graduated bottom of your class academically, but at the top 
of your class in luck.

Or in the late eighties, your 
parents died and left you 
some stock in a company 
named Cisco.  And you 
went about your life and 
forgot about the invest-
ment and by the turn of the 
century you found out you 
were rich.

Pure genius.

Sweetie and I have four grandsons who live in New York 
City.  Seven years ago, they were all on their way to big 
money.  By sheer luck of a swimmy hitting an egg, those kids 
had it made.

Enter fate.  The producer of some of those swimmies turned 
out to be a felon.  Poof, there goes the money.  Those kids 
are on their way to the poor house…. and it’s no fault of their 
own.

The other two kids are part of the moneyed class.  One runs 
up and down the hall yelling, “I’m a little rich kid.”  The 
other… older and more sophisticated… says things like: “Let’s 
all get diabetes so the government will take care of us.”  And 
he says it in a rich boy, mocking way.

What if your grandfather happened to have started Standard 
Oil, or your dad was Warren Buffet.  

Then you would be really, really rich…. and the only smart 
thing we know you did was be the result of the right sperm 
and the right egg.

You just don’t have to be smart to be rich.  You don’t have to 
even work hard.  There are plenty of people who are lucky to 

A long time ago, 
Sweetie taught me 

that getting rich 
and being smart 

had no real relationship.



supposed to learn playing tennis, they were fed in their daily 
milk when it came to school.

(It’s important to note exactly how flawed tests can be; how 
“teaching to the test” almost always gets in the way of educa-
tion; of how scoring well on tests only means a person can 
score well on tests.)

And IQ scores are even worse.  In the beginning, they were 
changed so the boys could score as high as girls.  During 
times of high immigration in the first thirty years, or so, of 
the Twentieth Century, they were used to prove that immi-
grants were stupid.  By their measure, almost all of my family 

of doctors and rabbi’s who came from Eastern Europe were 
morons.)  

I guess the Waterville conclusion is that keeping score is 
OK… if it’s the right score for the right reason.  The next 
sentence I wrote was this: Maybe we all keep score of those 
things we are good at and think are important.  The problem 
with the sentence is that it might not be true.

There seem to be those who keep score of things they don’t 
have.  They mock and scorn those who have more or do 
more or go more places.  It’s hard to know if they discount 
those things because they are unimportant…or because they 
don’t have them.

This might be the lesson: to deny we keep score is somehow 
to hide what goes on every day.  To believe there are things 
we should and things we shouldn’t keep score of is a more 
interesting proposition.

COMPETITION AND 
KEEPING SCORE

Keeping score conjures up images of competition.  Why else 
would anyone keep score?

The other day Sweetie was talking with one of her doctors.  
He is going to perform a procedure on her, and she asked… 
essentially… how many (serious) mistakes he had made dur-
ing his career.  

The score: two in fifteen years.

to be a high school play.  It was inappropriate because it was 
racist.

So much to learn, so little time.  

Wait, this is an essay about keeping score, not social purity.  
In order to focus on the fun of a game, Waterville adults do 
not like their children to keep score when they are compet-
ing.  It’s too divisive; it’s too competitive; it’s too disruptive.

Much of the world would suggest that preventing kids from 
keeping score is just crazy.  Kids, like most human beings, 
keep score.  When you play games, you keep score to see who 
wins.  And, in truth, one can imagine that if there is no of-

ficial score in those fun, Saturday morning soccer games, the 
kids…and the adults…know who did what.

There is always in unofficial winner…. and loser.

Here’s the funny part: it’s hard to imagine a more competi-
tive place than Waterville.  At the core of community are 
uber competitive academics - mean and cutthroat and always 
keeping score.  Both the college and university communities 
did away with collegiality long ago.  

Every meeting is a battle of wit and power.  The rest of the 
time is devoted to the politics of those with few resources 
and huge egos.

So, here are these well-educated warriors demanding that 
their kids not keep score in order to protect them from being 
damaged.² 

What we know is not keeping score works only on weekends.  
During the week, Waterville turns into a community of Very 
Serious Score Keepers.  During the week, there are tests and 
college boards and the right number of activities to get you 
into elite schools.

Parents bare their teeth, hire tutors, and take away the car to 
help assure the scores are high - very, very high.

And they are not beyond sharing the scores of their kids and, 
when possible, flaunting high scores.  What the kids weren’t

 ² Of course, keeping score with really young kids is foolish.   
Winning and losing are not yet categories for them. 

Parents bare their teeth, hire tutors, and take away the car to 
help assure the scores are high- very, very high.



we forget is that most scores mean nothing.

This was a recent score: 34% of the republicans believe that 
Obama is a Muslim.  If you even begin to ask questions like: 
who asked the question, how was the question asked, why 

was the question asked, who answered the question, what 
does it mean, then you have made a fundamental scoring 
error.

None of those things really matter.

Everything was made up, and to make it seem real we get a 
score.  We get a number.

We are in an age of infinite numbers of scores.

How can you keep up with them?  More to the point, why 
should you keep up with them?

Maybe we should have a national holiday.  Maybe we should 
vote on the most meaningless scores we are asked to think 
about.  Maybe the winners should have their heads cut off.  
(Or, if nothing else, be made to walk into a brick wall until 
that magic time when they walk right through it.)

Enough statistics.  Back to Sweetie, and something real.  

If Sweetie makes a mistake in her office (she’s a therapist), 
and the person doesn’t commit suicide because of it, little 
harm is done.  The next week Sweetie revisits what was said, 
and therapy continues.

Who knows about therapy.  Apparently, people who use 
therapy get over depression in about nine months.  People 
who don’t use therapy get over depression in just under a 
year.

We know therapy, in lots of cases, is helpful.  We just don’t 
know how to keep score.  We don’t even know what it would 
mean to keep score.

So now she knows.  She wanted to ask him this: if he made 
a mistake every seven years, where was he in that cycle.  She 
didn’t, but it would have been interesting to hear his answer.

Sweetie once had surgery and her doctor had never made a 
mistake.  Can’t have a better score 
then that.

But she made a mistake with 
Sweetie.  Sweetie almost died.  
The surgeon had an error score of 
100% with Sweetie.  Not a good 
score at all.

We need to think about two 
things.  First, how appropriate was 
it for Sweetie to ask about how 
many mistakes the surgeon had 
made.

The truth is, the more surgeries a 
surgeon has without making mistakes, the better the odds 
that he or she won’t make a mistake.

There is a book about how doctors think.  It was written by a 
powerful doctor who taught at Harvard.  He had something 
wrong with his hand.  Not surprisingly, he went to the best 
of the best doctors in Boston.

One of the hand surgeons said this: It wasn’t until my 150th 
hand surgery that I began to understand the hand.

Wouldn’t you hate to be number ten….or even number sixty 
three?  In tennis, you get better by playing and practicing 
a lot.  You need court-time.  And then more court-time.  It 
seems to be the same with surgeries.

Numbers of surgeries matter; numbers of good surgeries 
matter.  Statistics help.

The second thing we need to remember is this: statistics 
don’t tell us what is going to happen in any particular case.  

Science, a chief consumer of statistics, has brought us an in-
teresting uncertainty.  Science has convinced us that there is 
no Truth.  In its place, science offers us statistical probability.

For example, we are told that, statistically, if we keep walking 
into a brick wall for eternity, one of those times we will walk 
right through it.  The wall will be unharmed.  We will be 
unharmed.

That is an accurate statement, if not a Truthful one.

And that’s what Sweetie’s doctors provide: statistically accu-
rate statements.  We now keep score of everything.  What



More to the point, what about golf ?  We know that every 
stroke counts in a tournament.  It’s competition.  It makes 
sense.  But what if you’re playing a round by yourself ?  In-
terestingly, it is not unusual to keep score - to actually count 
every stroke.

You may or may not put the score into a computer and have 
it count towards your handicap.

The bottom line is this: you are keeping score and it has 
nothing to do with competition.  What do you make of that?

Maybe the important kinds of keeping score are more subtle 
and personal than we have imagined.  Having the most 
money or the most sex partners seems neither subtle nor 
personal.  Each is gross and often each is public.

And each can be dismissed with little trouble.

We do keep score.  As a species, we have kept score for thou-
sands of years.  In the end, it’s an imperfect way of under-
standing and measuring who we are.

To be thoughtful about it, we need to know what we are 
scoring and why.  That means it’s important to both have a 
sense of who you are… and where you are.  There are both 
social pressures and social implications of your choices.

For example, if you decide that keeping score by money is all 
that really matters, the decision you make has serious social 
implications.

We need to back up for a moment.  It turns out that the 
wealth of a nation has little to do with the health of its citi-
zens.    Health, in the case, is a broad term.

Here are the problems that come in those countries where 
the rich few are really, really rich… and the poor many are 
really, really poor.  Here, in other words, are the problems of 
the United States: high infant mortality, low life expectancy, 
criminality, a large prison population, increased mental 
illness, high unemployment, obesity, malnutrition, teenage 
pregnancy, illegal drug use, economic insecurity, personal 
indebtedness, and anxiety.

Tony Judt writes:  “The wider the spread between the 
wealthy few and the impoverished many, the worse the social 
problems; A statement that appears to be true for rich and 

The bottom line is this: you are keeping score and it has nothing 
to do with competition.  What do you make of that?

poor nations alike.”³

Keeping score, to put it simply, not only helps reveal who 
we are, it might have important implications.  The old “the 
person with the most toys when he dies” might be more than 

a moronic phrase… 
It might be a 
destructive moral 
attitude.

Several years ago, I 
thought this would 

be a good study: follow someone around and listen to the 
stories he or she tells.  People always repeat stories, and a 
good story can be used to make different points.

It was my guess that to understand the stories is to more 
fully understand the storyteller.  I have come to enjoy hear-
ing friends tell and re-tell stories over the years.  To associ-
ate friends with their favorite stories is a wonderful kind of 
intimacy.

In a way, I suspect we could do the same thing with what we 
keep score of, and how we keep score.  When people tell me 
how long they’ve been married, I’m always interested in how 
many of those years have been good ones.

Keeping score seems to be a decidedly human activity; an 
activity that ranges from being harmless and fun, to one that 
is no good… one that is full of harm.

It’s just fine that Spain can go into half-time with an insur-
mountable one to nil lead.  Good for Spain.  I’m sorry about 
the Aztec’s losing their heads… and about those who can’t get 
much past the greedy talk about how many toys they have.
I’m most glad the number of years Sweetie and I have been 
happily married matches the number of years we’ve been 
married.  

But who’s counting? 

 ³ See Tony Judt, ILL FARES THE LAND (Penguin)
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Whenever you find yourself on 

the side of the majority, 

it is time to pause and reflect.  

Mark Twain


