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Diane Demetre has helped countless people dare to create their own success stories. Spanning 40+ years, her successful career in education, entertainment and entrepreneurship is testament to the philosophy she advocates.

An award-winning business leader, keynote speaker, and author of over a dozen books, Diane believes that life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all. She knows that when we fear less and dare more, the best of us shines through and the leader within is revealed.

In DARE, she writes with her trademark honesty, courage, and inspiration giving a frank, no-holds-barred account of her life as she guides the reader through her most heart-warming and heart-breaking moments, sharing the 50 life-affirming insights she learned along the way.

In recognition of her exceptional contributions to the Entertainment, Creative Arts, and Media Industry, Diane was awarded the prestigious SBAA International Women's Day Leader Award for her unwavering leadership, pioneering spirit, and women’s advocacy.

She lives on the Gold Coast in Australia with her husband, eagerly anticipating and appreciating the next daring adventure that is yet to unfold.
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DEDICATION

To my wonderful parents, Max and Beryl Bowman.

Until we meet again.


FOREWORD

Imagine, if you can, being given up at birth and spending the first two weeks of your formative and curious life without the warmth of human contact except for the basic necessities to keep you alive.

Imagine, if you can, being born with a zest for life and an exuberance of spirit that nourishes your soul with endless ideas and visions of conquests that lay ahead.

At two weeks of age, Diane Demetre was blessed by being adopted by loving parents who supported and encouraged her boundless hopes, dreams, and desires. Although their material wealth was modest their devotion to and delight with their bouncing baby girl was endless.

From an early age, Diane exhibited qualities that would sustain her through her rollercoaster life. She was creative, questioning, and filled with ideas and goals as she looked forward to the life she imagined would unfold.

During her six decades, so far, on earth, Diane has been the catalyst for major legislative change in industrial relations concerning an important social issue, she has plummeted to the depths of despair and she has risen like a Phoenix from the ashes to become a glamorous, competent and respected business woman whose projects and endeavors span the globe. Her innate warrior spirit combined with her intuitive spiritual insights have held her in good stead, even when those around her strove to see her professionally and psychologically destroyed. It is, perhaps, that warrior spirit which rose in her darkest of hours that has drawn my admiration for this remarkable woman, to say nothing of her lifelong passion and devotion towards animal welfare, yet another facet of this rare diamond which shone like a light in the darkness for me.

Her experiences in life, the triumphs and the tragedies, have led her down one path after another not like a moth to a flame but like an Amazon into glorious battle. Along the way, both by accident and by design she has acquired a wealth of knowledge and insights which she shares as whispered words of wisdom in this compelling memoir. The page-turning narrative evokes both laughter and tears as each chapter wraps up with a summation offering insights and lessons that many will benefit from on their own life’s journey as they join Diane vicariously on hers.

Think big, be bold and at times be brazen! Fortune favors the bold and this has certainly proven true in the life story of Diane Demetre. Join this fiery redhead as she dances up the stairway to paradise, occasionally missing her footing, and sometimes even sliding back a few stairs, but never erring in her quest or thirst for life as she knows it can be. As she says so eloquently and correctly, “If it’s meant to be, it’s up to me”. These are words I have not only lived by myself but sound advice that many others should heed.

When we reach an age of maturity and accomplishment appropriate to pen a memoir, it should be with the thought in mind not only of sharing our lives with the world but in leaving a footprint that might help direct another on their own path. As the 19th century philosopher and poet, Ralph Waldo Emerson, so eruditely and correctly said, “If one life has breathed easier because you have lived, this is to have succeeded.”

A dancer, a choreographer, a speaker, an author of contemporary fiction, a wife, a fur baby mother, a daughter, an adopted daughter, a step parent to a large and growing Greek family, an entrepreneur and a visionary, Diane is as prolific as she is passionate, and her effervescence is infectious.

She is a woman to be admired with a life story you can’t afford to miss.
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Hollywood Actress and Animal Rights Activist


PRAISE

Demetre is a strong, determined, successful woman who has self-actualized more than most. This is evident in this engaging memoir. She is clearly a passionate and experienced writer, her prose sophisticated, her narrative moving. Her spiritual experiences are compelling, unique, and very readable making this book a strong, fascinating addition to the memoir/spiritual journey genre.

—Book Life Review

DARE is an incredibly beautiful and challenging journey, Diane, and I cherished every page. Your story of overcoming wildly inappropriate advances in your career provided me with a chance to reflect on my own experiences and imagine a world where women aren't burdened by exploitation and domination. I'm truly in awe of you.

On behalf of women in Australia and around the globe, I extend my heartfelt gratitude. Thank you, Diane, for being a pioneer in the #MeToo movement, creating space for women to be bold and strong enough to say no.

Together, your readers can now rise and change the world!

—Annie Gibbons

Founder & CEO – Women’s Biz Global

DARE has solid grounds to become a relevant film drama with a satisfactory resolution to the crime of harassment committed against a woman. Diane is a woman who, despite being tormented by childhood traumas, has a strength that leads her to follow her rights and dreams. This is very inspiring and engaging at this time when discussions are abundant about the feminist movement.

—Taleflick Pick

Have you recently read a book that you resonated with so strongly, it made your heart do little leaps of joy? This is what happened to me when I devoured DARE.

I started reading and couldn't put it down. Diane’s crisis led to her exploration of the nature of consciousness, energy, and intuition. As she tunes into her inner world to consciously create her outer world, Diane transforms herself, leading her to live a big, courageous life that is as fulfilling as it is exciting.

Alongside the gripping story, there are lessons to be taken away from each chapter, each one outlined at the back of the book. This book is one of the most inspirational and important books I have read…and I read a lot!

—Moncia Rosenfeld

Founder – The Global Stories that Stir Movement

Diane Demetre is a fiercely vibrant, brilliant, dynamic, and professional leader who has laid her life bare in DARE. Much more than a memoir, DARE is a handbook on life and one that should sit on the self-help shelves of reader’s library (sic). Not only is DARE required reading for every woman, it awakened something in me which has made a lasting impact on my life. An extraordinary woman, with extraordinary gifts and an extraordinary story to share.

—Amy Rose Gilltrap

DARE is a very powerful memoir and self-help book all rolled into one. It challenges the reader to confront their personal and professional reality and through the brave showcasing of Diane’s own very personal and difficult journey through life, they will be inspired. The author has shown that every obstacle in life can be overcome if you follow your truth.

—Cynthia Dutton

Diane writes from her deep internal well; her journey is both inspiring and nurturing for all of us. The world is a better place for the “Being of Diane” which I am certain all she touches would agree. A must read!

—The Law Lady

DARE is a perfectly balanced book that should take its rightful place among the non-fiction shelves, but especially in the Self-Help section, for here is where its true value lies. I particularly enjoyed the structure of DARE; of how Diane tells her story then writes the life lessons and guidance she received at the end of the chapters. This book is a very humbling and profound gift.

—Elizabeth Townsend

The balance of Diane’s personal stories; both painful and joyous, with the wise, hard-earned lessons that she shares is rich in its teaching. There are so many self-help books out on the shelves but this one is a teaching tool, a healing tool and a life-meaning tool. Diane has broken down and rebuilt her life so many times and in DARE she shares her thoughts, wisdom gained, and life lessons, so that we may know we’re not alone when bad things happen, and that by changing our thoughts, we change our behaviours without losing who we are and what our innate spirit and purpose on this earth is.

—Robyn Powers

Diane has laid her life and soul bare on every page and exposed the rawness and challenge that is life. It felt as if the author had cut open her veins and let the blood flow, not so much a loss of blood but a transfusion of the blood of a courageous woman to others. A woman who would not allow anything or anyone get in her way of being the very best she could be as was her destiny. Unstoppable. Unmoveable. Unlimited.

—Wendy Branks


Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing at all.

—Helen Keller


OVERTURE

“Look, Disy. A shooting star. Make a wish.” My father pointed high into the night sky while his other hand clung to mine with a reassuring squeeze. I was about three years old and filled with wonder at the brilliance of the dying star as it arced across the constellations. That Disneyesque luminescence stirred my soul, beckoning me to reach for the stars and believe dreams do come true—and I did just that. I dared to make a wish and dream bigger dreams.

And those dreams became my reality when I scored the top job in the live entertainment industry in Australia twenty-five years later. That was when I dared to refuse my producer’s sexual advances only to have my world come crashing down. Dramatically and unfairly sacked, I became the first public #metoo case in Australia long before the social movement began. My court cases received national front-page news coverage and were instrumental in eventually changing the anti-discrimination laws in the country. But I lost everything. Battered, broken and stripped of my worth, my identity, my career and my future, I teetered on the brink of suicide. My choice was painfully clear, either die or dare.

So, I dared to dream bigger dreams, to challenge my conditioned thinking, to ignore my past limitations and press on until those dreams or something better manifested. As tough as it was, I dared to believe in a new destiny. Year after year, I pressed on until I manifested a remarkable life brimming with love, fulfillment and success. I’m not going to lie and say it was easy. It wasn’t. But it was simple. And what I found is that it only requires one quantum shift of perspective to live a wonderful life.

I believe we inherently know that it’s possible for life to be wonderful. We just need to search for it. The real challenge is where will our search lead and do we dare make the journey along the road less traveled to find it? I decided to make that journey and discovered it’s not about what I do or have. It’s about who I am that defines my life. It’s about who I’m being.

Throughout life, most of us focus our attention on ourselves, on our personality. We’re obsessed with doing things to give meaning to our personality—doing a job, doing the chores, doing the family commitments, and the to-do list gets longer. We do our lives in order to have things—have a better job, have more money, have a bigger house, have more loving relationships. Our personality craves to have things, seducing us into doing more so it can have more. Doing and having cannibalize our time, peace and sanity. This addiction to doing and having is now endemic in Western civilization, as evidenced by society’s chronic levels of stress, fear and depression.

Despite everything we’re conditioned to believe, an abundant, loving, successful and healthy life is not about doing and having. It’s about being the fullest expression of who we are, of demonstrating our inherent goodness. When we shift our attention away from the personality ‘me’ to the universal ‘I am’ and come from being, the doing and the having naturally unfold in perfect alignment. Contrary to popular belief, being comes before doing and having. We must first be the person who can do what it takes to have our big dreams manifest. Who we are being sets the benchmark for our health, wealth and happiness.

Being is the undistorted experience of Life. It’s the conscious experience of self-knowing. When we come from being, magic and miracles happen. The universal cogs click into place and our dreams become reality, seemingly without effort.

But what if we can create this on a daily basis? What if life is enchanted? What if we are the conduit for such magic and miracles? My search for these answers uncovered a truth which spans the spectrum of sciences, philosophy and religion. Time and again the answer pointed to one fact. The power to live an enchanted life of magic and miracles lies within us. We must dare to be that one who aligns with being, claims that power and uses it in service for the highest good.

Like the knights in search of the Holy Grail, we must begin our quest with the clear intention of finding that which we seek. We must visualize victorious success, while living our life on purpose and with purpose. During our journey, and with passionate heart, we must dare to challenge our conditioned thinking and ignore our past limitations. Trusting in our vision, we must press on through our ordeals, daring to keep the faith, even when all seems lost. For those who dare will triumph in the end.

In this book, I condense my decades of intensive study and critical practice as a performer, teacher, speaker, stress and life-skills therapist and business leader, describing the experiences, some ordinary and some extraordinary, which inspired me on my quest. I’ve blended memoir with the practical insights I’ve gleaned along the way which I summarize at the end of each chapter. In reading how my experiences impacted me, you may find answers to some of the questions in your life and reap the rich rewards destined to be yours. I can’t tell you anything you don’t already know. I’m not sharing a secret. The truth and its laws have always expressed themselves in our lives, except most of us live in ignorance or denial of this fact. I know I did.

The evolution of human consciousness stirs within each of us. Like luminescent fireflies in spring, shimmering in the moonlight, the dance of life is eternal and everlasting. We may hinder its radiant expression, but we can never halt it. If any of this resonates with you, it’s because you’re ready. I am no more than a tinkling bell, a messenger of good news and a storyteller of love. Dare to come with me.

You are the Master of your Destiny, the Captain of your Soul…Let me be your guide.


ACT ONE

The Making and Breaking of a Woman


CHAPTER ONE

The beginning of the dream

Born an illegitimate child in the winter of 1957, I was given up for adoption at birth. The lovechild of a teenage mother, I was held by her but once. Distraught at being forced by her own mother to give up her first-born baby, she named me Michelle before she was whisked back to her country hometown with a fabricated story of having spent the last seven months with relatives. In fact, she spent her pregnancy disgraced and isolated, awaiting the arrival of her mistake. I hurtled into this lifetime full of spirit and chutzpah only to spend the first two weeks disconnected, alone and unwanted in a hospital crib, where the only touch I received was from the busy nurses who cared for me.

My heartbroken, biological mother returned to her prior life, while I lay unseen and unwelcome as her shameful secret. Little wonder I dreamed of stardom, wealth and success from an early age. How else does an unloved, illegitimate kid with a fierce, energetic nature get noticed? And what better way for me to learn the necessary character traits of courage, independence and self-reliance than to be exposed to abandonment and rejection at the moment of my incarnation.

Reflecting the twin-like nature of my Gemini zodiac sign, I began my journey. Witty, generous and naturally communicative, I arrived with the blithe spirit of the divine feminine, eager to enjoy the effervescence of life. The other side of me exuded a warrior spirit, a strong masculine energy prepared to uphold the virtues of truth, loyalty and fairness. Thus, ready for the quest, I settled into my new body at a most auspicious time on the planet, the post-war boom. With its growing middle class, it was a buoyant era of enormous economic growth and productivity. For those of us baby boomers born between 1946 and 1964, we took up residence in this new world like a wildebeest migration on the Serengeti. We arrived in the millions.

As an only child, adopted by an older, loving couple, Max and Beryl Bowman, I lived in a small weatherboard house that my father qualified for as a returned World War II veteran. Modest and unassuming, our shoebox house was more like an oversized doll’s house compared to homes of today. Though the mortgage was nominal, it took my parents thirty years to pay it off with the meagre income they earned. Humble and hard-working, they perceived life with a grateful, happy heart, particularly after enduring and surviving the second world war. With a faint resemblance to the movie star of the day, Errol Flynn, my father was a quiet, kind man who grew up on a wheat farm in Ardrossan, South Australia, as the youngest of seven children. His childhood reflected the tough rural life of the early twentieth century—walking barefoot or riding the horse and cart to school with his siblings, helping his parents with the chores and being the object of affection for his older sisters. At the age of twenty-six, he moved to Queensland, where he worked as a labourer on the cane fields and cotton farms before enlisting in the Australian army. At thirty-one, he was shipped off to war to serve as a military medic in the Middle East and Papua New Guinea for four, long years.

I’m certain the horrors he witnessed while carrying his dismembered mates on canvas stretchers or trying to control their pain as they faced death, impacted him greatly. No matter how much I questioned him when I grew older, he remained stoically silent and refused to speak of his war days, except to tell me of the pranks he’d played on his mates. My father was always a private man.

On his return home, he wanted to continue in medical services, but failed the exam to become a civilian ambulance medic. In retrospect, I suspect that failure became a critical turning point in his life. Instead of re-sitting the test until he succeeded, he chose to accept a lesser lot in life. Perhaps his commitment to and pride in my later successes compensated for his own perceived failures. As far as I was concerned, he was a great dad because he supported me in my dreams and did whatever was in his power to help me realize them.

Ten years his junior, my mother worked as a part-time fashion model and retail assistant, aspiring for nothing more than a happy family. Frequently over-anxious, she was a pretty, stylish young woman with a kind heart. As the eldest of two girls, her childhood and teenage years were fraught with difficulties because of her bipolar mother’s unpredictability which wreaked havoc in her daughters’ lives. The nervous disposition my mother inherited from her own mother played vicious games with her confidence, and she fluctuated between not feeling good enough and fits of frustration.

Due to teenage peritonitis and subsequent surgery at seventeen, my mother couldn’t bear children. Therefore, adoption was my parents’ only option. After waiting twelve, long years in the adoption queue and at forty-six and thirty-six years of age respectively, my father and mother welcomed me with unrestrained delight as an unexpected miracle. Unable to afford a telephone, they received the long-awaited call via a neighbor. Mum jumped the fence and rushed to pick up the neighbor’s phone. She retold this moment as being the happiest in her life, when the nurse said, “Mrs. Bowman, your baby daughter is waiting here for you.”

Overjoyed, they piled into the neighbor’s car and drove the trip they’d long prayed for. There at two weeks of age, bundled up and ready to go, I waited, probably with an impatient scowl. Even to this day I dislike being kept waiting. My father looked down at me and in his usual casual manner, said “She’ll do.” And everyone’s lives changed.

Since Dad’s favorite song of that year was Paul Anka’s “Diana,” they ignored my given name of Michelle listed on my birth certificate, and called me Diane, a derivation they both preferred. In my first week home, my mother was so stricken with inadequacy and fear that she’d drop such a tiny baby, she was unable to function and took to her bed. Calling on the assistance of her cousin who duly fed, bathed and cared for me, Mum watched on, learning how to deal with the new family addition. Over time, her confidence grew and with it a loving mother-daughter relationship that enriched us both.

With my Shirley Temple curls, bright eyes and sunny disposition, I launched myself into this working-class couple’s lives, wrapping us all in hope and joy. Possessing an unrelenting drive to prove that I was worthy, I somehow knew I was to shine brightly like the stars in the sky. Within me burned a flaming desire to be all I came here to be.

Although we had little disposable income, I considered myself a lucky kid. Not only did my parents adore me, my good-natured, childless godparents, Aunty Nell and Uncle George lived just a jump over the back fence. Given lots of cuddles and patient answers to my many questions, I thrived in the company of the four caring adults who surrounded me. My father and godfather were attentive, calm men, appreciative of the sunshine I added to their lives. I was fortunate to have them as such positive male role models. My mother and godmother taught me about quiet strength and hard work, instilling in me values of compassion and perseverance. The image of Aunty Nell toiling over the steaming copper washing clothes with a gigantic wooden paddle, perspiration dripping from her brow, still speaks to me of the formidable power of women.

As my young mind filed away these new, thrilling experiences, my little heart filled with joy during these happy early years, giving rise to my effervescent spirit. An adventurous spirit which delighted, yet frightened Mum. She often voiced her concerns that something unfortunate might befall me if I climbed a tree, played too roughly or rode a bicycle. Activities I rarely engaged in because of her fears, and only in her absence. She was an incessant worrier. Whenever we went shopping together, she’d leash me to her with a toddler’s walking lead, securing me against possible disaster. Like a dog on point, I’d pull ahead, straining at the lead, keen to explore and talk to people or share my ice-cream with stray dogs. Unaware that her anxieties pricked like arrows at my soul, she held firm. My campaign for freedom from her loving over-protection began at an early age, fueling me with a strong drive to break out, succeed and live life to the fullest.

To make ends meet, Dad grew our own vegetables and raised chickens in the backyard patch he cultivated. A ramshackle plot of vines fruiting with pumpkins, passionfruit and tomatoes took over like marauding invaders, advancing toward the Hills Hoist clothesline until Dad thwarted their attack with a machete every few months. He spent many happy hours picking his harvest and mucking out the chicken coop, while I talked to the fairies, elves and my invisible friends in my own secret corner of the garden. Like a fairy incarnate, I was drawn to all things magical, the elfin kingdom and the majesty of the natural world. Luckily, my parents never discouraged my connection to the unseen realms.

Prior to my arrival, the chickens systematically found their way to Sunday’s dining table. It was when I was about three years of age and learned in horror of the fate of my feathered friends, that the practice stopped. Due to my sobbing and refusal to eat my now roasted pal, my parents discovered a new appreciation for the birds which joined our growing menagerie of stray dogs and cats I adopted when, as if by unspoken invitation, they arrived on our doorstep. It was as if the Bowman residence had an invisible sign that read, “Free home and board for all unwanted cats and dogs.”

I felt a kindred spirit toward their unfortunate abandonment and wanted to save them all. My parents were likewise sympathetic, and the animals who decided to stay returned the favor, becoming steadfast, loving and trusted companions. This love of animals and my relationship with them carried forward throughout my life, sustaining me in both my brightest and darkest hours.

Before the advent of television, our home was filled with music. Either my father whistled tunes and played records, or my mother tested her singing voice with songs sung by Deanna Durbin or Jeanette MacDonald. She was pretty good, too. With all this music in the house, it was little wonder that as a toddler, I danced my night-time nappy off in front of the radiogram. When I stepped clean out of it to dance around the room, my parents pledged to find the extra money to send me to ballet classes. This was an inspired decision on their part and set me on the path to my destiny. Even though Dad worked fulltime as a storeman and packer, he took a second job as a postman delivering the mail on Saturdays on his pushbike, and Mum returned to retail work as soon as I started kindergarten to fund my future lessons.

I never missed having siblings, nor did I want them. As an only child, I explored within to find my playmates, which gave me a rich and inventive imagination. Rarely lonely, I spent hours conversing and playing with Sheena. She was a jungle princess only I could see and who my parents accepted with good humor. Whenever Mum brought me a glass of milk and a biscuit, there’d always be one for Sheena, which I promptly ate because Sheena didn’t like biscuits. Whenever my human friends visited, I’d sit them down, and with my favorite chicken in my arms, tell them colorful stories or pretend to be a teacher giving lessons and advice. Perhaps the stirrings of my soul were already in motion as I gathered around me those I could entertain and educate with my performance.

Although my parents’ faith was Christian, they hadn’t practiced for years. Aside from celebrating Christmas and Easter, we had little religious discussion or education in the home. So, they were surprised, when at the age of four, I walked into our kitchen and said, “I want to go to church.”

Since we couldn’t afford a car, Dad propped me on the crossbar of his pushbike and cycled me to Sunday school each week. Even through the heat of summer, my father, who at the time was close to fifty years of age, struggled up the hills with his golden-haired daughter perched like a princess atop his bike.

Despite my young age, I experienced a strong, emotional connection to Jesus. I admired his example, not of martyrdom as the church extolled, but as someone who dared to stand for truth. Whenever I heard the teachings and stories of Jesus, I listened intently, reacquainting myself with a long-lost friend I’d known before. At least, that’s how it felt to me.

Meanwhile, Dad waited under a tree rolling a cigarette and contemplating his own form of God. I remember the gentle smile on his face on our way home as I prattled about Jesus and his good works, trying to convince Dad to come to church with me. He never did. I wonder if the atrocities he’d witnessed at war tainted his notion of any sort of merciful God.

By the time I was old enough to go to school, I’d been studying ballet for over a year. Dressed in my black leotard, pink tights and ballet slippers, I loved the freedom that coursed through my body when I danced. I was a hard-working student, an instinctive learner and easily absorbed the elements of ballet. With the dance school only a block away, I skipped home from my bi-weekly classes, practicing my newly learned steps. Because Mum worried that I might dehydrate after class, she packed a Tupperware tumbler of fresh orange juice for me to drink on my way home. It was warm and tasteless, but I drank it to please her.

— « —

With the arrival of 1963, Mum sniffled back her well-entrenched anxiety and tears, as she readied herself for my primary school days. I’d long outgrown kindergarten and was dressed, ready and waiting at the gate to get the show on the road. Holding my hand, she walked me to the school bus stop, where I turned and told her not to worry. Even then I realized my words fell on deaf ears, because she worried about everything.

Filled with a bubbling enthusiasm and the confidence of a child older than my six years, I climbed aboard, took my seat and waved goodbye to my somewhat bewildered mother, who I’m sure, often wondered where I’d come from. We were so different, my mother and me. But despite our differences, I knew we shared a deep respect and love for each other, not just as mother and daughter, but as women. In many ways, I felt responsible for her, to guide and empower her to be more daring in her life.

I relished school, its discipline, its systems and the opportunity it gave me to shine and sit in the top percentage of the class. With a natural fierceness to excel, I tried hard to please my teachers and be the first one with my hand up to answer the question correctly. I was a cooperative, conscientious student, which meant my teachers liked me and trusted me to get the job done. Gaining constant approval was important to an abandoned kid, and interacting with adults who appreciated me, fed my need for acceptance.

Although my early to middle primary school years were generally happy, I knew I was somehow different. Wanting to be liked and accepted, I tried to fit in with my class peers, but following a herd mentality of complying with stupid, factional rules was something I wouldn’t do. Nor would I cave in to peer pressure. Putting distance between myself and others was an effective, short-term solution, particularly if their behavior was petty and nasty. The self-reliance I’d learned in my hospital crib during those first two weeks of my life gave me a hidden strength. Somewhere inside me, I intuited that being alone was a place of personal freedom and creative thinking—a place of all-oneness rather than aloneness. I had a mind of my own and enjoyed my own company. Like Pollyanna, my optimistic outlook helped me find something to be glad about in every situation.

Oddly enough, I wanted to change my name from Diane to Michelle. I never understood why Michelle was my favorite girl’s name. I just wanted to have that name. My books were covered with Michelle as I perfected the capital M in a distinctive cursive style. It wasn’t until years later that I learned from my biological mother that Michelle was what she named me before leaving the hospital. On some level, I not only remembered the nurses calling me Michelle, but had stored it deep within my unconscious mind as my given name.

To think that a single word had such an impact on me in the first two weeks of my life, demonstrates the power of the human mind. Imagine the impact of the repeated words and actions we experience in the early years of our lives, day after day, month after month, year after year.

Through this impressionable time in my life, I immersed myself in my dancing. With a fury of ambition and a playfulness of spirit, I occupied my afternoons and weekends with ballet, tap and jazz classes. Seeing my love of the stage blossom, my dance teacher entered me into a range of eisteddfods and competitions. Never nervous while waiting in the wings, I gave my all on the stage, competing with myself to perform better each time. I loved the self-expression the stage afforded me, and as my mother wasn’t a demanding stage mum, it made no difference where I placed in each dance section. I danced for the love and the joy of it, not to win, although that was always a bonus.

With my creative juices flowing, I created routines which I performed for my parents, godparents and anyone else I could keep still long enough to watch. Many times, I lined up the chickens and the pets, commanding their attention while I performed. Even at this early age I possessed a desire to escape anonymity, to be someone of value who made a difference somehow. Like Dorothy, I skipped down the metaphoric yellow brick road to a creative destiny.

— « —

For days, weeks, months and years, I practiced, I dreamed, I studied, I sacrificed much for the future visions dancing in my head, awake or asleep. At the age of eleven, my first big opportunity in the entertainment industry arrived. I was asked to dance for the church’s concert. Full of confidence, I put together a small Hawaiian hula routine of four girls, dancing to Dad’s favorite tune at the time—Harry Belafonte’s “Island in the Sun.” Complete with handmade raffia hula skirts, modest tops and leis, we practiced my routine over and over. On the day of the performance, I remember us dashing onto the stage, skirts rustling and smiles beaming.

When we took our positions, the music started, and my hips swayed while my arms snaked from side to side. I danced, doing my best to express the emotion of the lyrics and the image of ocean waves lapping on the sand. In my mind, this was the start of my career, not just as a dancer, but as a choreographer and director. By the end of our performance, we took our bows and left the stage, delighted at the applause. My first foray into fulfilling my young dreams had been a success.

After the recital, and bubbling over with joy, Mum and I walked outside into the church grounds. It was then everything changed. Some of the female parishioners, those holier-than-thou types, found my dance routine offensive. Dressed in their prim dresses and pill-box hats, they gossiped loud enough for us to hear.

“Tsk, tsk,” one staunch, straight-backed woman said. “Such a sinful display of flesh and rude dancing on the church-hall stage.” Her gloved hand barely covered the wasp sting in her voice as she glowered down her nose at me. Nodding in agreement and casting me accusatory glares, the other women turned their backs.

“I don’t know how the pastor allowed it,” another haughty voice said.

It was as if we’d swung from poles in wanton nakedness, instead of performing a simple cultural dance.

Horrified at their narrow-mindedness, my meek mother wrapped her arm around my shoulders and scurried me away. “Ignore those women. You were wonderful.”

She clung to me, willing her love into my heart. But my mother wasn’t a confident woman, and I knew she was also hurt by their pettiness and hateful remarks. She didn’t know what to say to diffuse the situation and her loving praise of my performance wasn’t enough for either of us.

That adults, particularly women, could be so nasty toward an innocent prepubescent girl who dared to express her love of dance and performance, shattered the rose-colored glasses through which I viewed my world. Having naturally been inclined to look on the bright side of life and applauded for my talents up to this age, I was ill-equipped for their rejection.

In retrospect, I believe this attack on my creativity and dancing had a two-fold effect on my psyche. While my blithe spirit bore a battering, my warrior within reared at the unfairness of the situation, demanding justice. A fateful, fearful chord reverberated deep within me—deep enough to awaken the sleeping saboteur in my unconscious.

Ever since I was a little girl, my parents had told me that I was adopted. They explained what adoption meant, how special I was and how much they loved me. Now, due to this overt, public disapproval by these women, I no longer wanted to be special. If being special meant rejection and abandonment, I didn’t want any part of it. Neither did I want any part of being adopted. If being adopted meant I’d be rejected whenever I dared to be me and express my being, then I was better off disowning who I was.

I just wanted to be the same as everyone else and fit in. The negative forces inside me kitted up, trying to recruit me with their subversive messages. “Special people get rejected,” “Be like everyone else, and you’ll be liked,” “If you’re special, you’ll be abandoned, no one will love you.” My interpretation of myself and of my world changed. I forbade my parents from discussing my specialness or the issue of my adoption ever again. A promise they honored for many years to come. Looking back on this event at the church, I realize my fear of rejection and feeling like I didn’t belong was beginning to strangle the life out of me, regardless of how much love my parents demonstrated. The public, undisguised rejection of the joyous expression of who I was, impacted me profoundly. I even recall recurring nightmares at this age of being chased by a sinister man with hands outstretched trying to grab me.

I suspect the decision I made that day to not speak of my adoption caused a part of me to be buried. The very specialness with which I’d incarnated, that identified my
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