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      Author Note





    

    
      If you picked up this book, you may already know what it is to feel drawn in more than one direction at once. You want depth, beauty, meaning, and honesty. You may also want novelty, challenge, and a pulse of risk.

This book is for people who carry that tension and make good use of it. Not always in public. Not always for money. Not always in forms the world is quick to recognize as creative.

When I use the phrase everyday creators, I mean people who structure a way of life with care, nerve, and invention. Some do this through art or business. Some through parenting, teaching, caregiving, organizing, healing, or beginning again. Some do it by reworking a home, a work rhythm, a relationship to risk, or a daily pattern that fits more truthfully.

If you have read Thrill, you will hear a few familiar notes beneath these pages. This book does not repeat that work. It widens the frame from a model of temperament to a gallery of actual lives, so the ideas take form within real experience rather than theory.

As you read, look for recognition, not a perfect match. Look for the sentence that catches slightly, or the page that gives language to a choice you have made without fully explaining it, even to yourself. These stories are not here to hand you a formula. They are here to show the many paths a creative life can take.

Some of the people in these pages may seem bold from the outside. Others may seem quiet. Appearances are not especially useful here. Reworking a business, tending to your nervous system, raising a family with unusual care, leaving what no longer fits, making beauty under pressure, learning to pace yourself without going numb, all of this belongs to the realm of creative work.

I hope these stories offer companionship first. Then language. Then, perhaps, a little more trust in your own way forward. And if you find your own reflection in these pages, know that this collection is still growing. Your story may belong here too.

How the Stories Came Together

That trust in your own way forward is exactly where these stories started. The stories in this book began with an invitation. I asked high sensation seeking highly sensitive people to respond to the same set of prompts and to reflect on how creativity appears in actual experience, not only in work or art, but in the daily choices that help a person build a life.

What was returned were many patterns. There are shared threads, certainly, though no single right expression of this temperament. Some contributors are outwardly adventurous. Some are quieter on the surface. Some have chosen unconventional forms of life. Some have revised ordinary-looking ones so thoroughly that they no longer resemble anyone else's version of ordinary.

These pieces have been edited lightly for clarity and flow. The center of each experience remains untouched. They are not case studies, polished brand stories, or cautionary tales. They are firsthand accounts from people engaged in the ongoing work of creatively composing a life from the inside out.

In a few instances, identifying details have been changed for privacy. This was done with care, without altering the truth of what was shared.

I hope you read these stories with curiosity rather than comparison. You may find yourself in one person's searching, another person's structure, and a third person's way of beginning again. That is part of the point. Most of us are not one kind of creator only. We are made up of many ways of adapting, risking, protecting, imagining, and making room for who we are

    

  

    
      
        
          Part I
Making a Life: Creativity as Life Design

        

      

    

  

    
      Introduction to Part One





    

    
      Making a Life: Creativity as Life Design

 

For most people, a life is something you inherit and adjust at the margins: the house near work, the schedule that matches everyone else's, the routines nobody questions because nobody questioned them at first. For the people in this opening part, none of that held. A standard house, a standard week, a standard way of moving through a day, these felt wrong, they cost something real: sleep, health, the ability to think clearly, the marriage, the job.

So they rebuilt. Not once, and rarely on purpose at first. Gaia cycles through more than thirty homes before she understands what she's actually solving for: distance from an airport, the direction of the windows, the mowing schedule of an HOA. Others in this part make the same kind of adjustment at a smaller scale, a commute rerouted, a room repurposed, a Sunday rebuilt from scratch, but the underlying concept is identical. Each one treats their own nervous system as a design constraint and gets to work.

That distinction changes a design constraint into something you build around. The people in these pages spent years, sometimes decades, before they found their way, and the transition shows up as a long string of small, stubborn experiments: this house, no; this schedule, closer; this boundary, finally.

Everyone's tolerances are different, and what settles one person's system will overstimulate another's. What's worth watching for instead is the underlying pattern: sensitivity defining what has to be protected, sensation seeking choosing what has to be included, and a life slowly built to hold both without either one winning outright.

    

  

    
      Gaia - Wild Sensitive in a Designed Life





    

    
      Editor's Introduction

Gaia's story opens Part I because her creativity shows up most visibly as architecture: home, geography, schedule, and daily rhythm, all engineered around the specific frequencies her nervous system can tolerate. She names Elaine Aron's "one foot on the gas, one foot on the brake" as the moment that reframed sixty years of her life, then spends the rest of her piece demonstrating exactly what that looks like: bungee jumping only after checking safety records, craving Antarctica and penguins while needing a hot shower and real food waiting afterward. Sensitivity and sensation seeking aren't sequential phases for her — they're two simultaneous, sometimes competing demands that every decision has to satisfy at once.

Note: Gaia uses "Wild Sensitive" throughout, a term coined by contributor Randy Grasser and wife Annet for someone both highly sensitive and drawn to intensity and novelty. "Wild" refers to that pull toward stimulation, not recklessness.

 

A Life I Had to Design

I'm retired now and live alone in a cozy cottage that finally feels like it understands me. Inside, it's filled with photos from my travels to over 100 countries, soft colorful furnishings, and almost no clutter. Outside my windows, I see trees, sky, and birds, not traffic or concrete. That wasn't a lucky accident. It came from a long list of "never again" experiences.

After living in the Washington, DC area, I learned I am not an urban dweller — too much noise, traffic, and not enough nature. I tried living on the beach in California and learned that saltwater erosion, wind, and hurricanes are not for me. In Florida, I bought a home on a lake, thinking I needed to be on the water. What I learned there was that noise carries across water; I could hear my neighbor open his beer and burp throughout the day. I learned I don't like gators, geckos, and snakes in my backyard, or the constant threat of hurricanes along with heat and humidity. Over the years, I also lived near a small private airport and near a busy interstate, and I learned that the combination of yard equipment, air conditioners, small planes, and highways can feel like standing next to a jet engine around the clock. It all added up to "never again." So when I moved to North Carolina, I chose deliberately: the single-story floor plan and social community I loved from Florida, but further north and inland, in a neighborhood where the HOA mowed on a schedule instead of constantly. All of that is part of what I now think of as my delicate ecosystem.

Now that I'm retired, I need total freedom from obligation. I love a smorgasbord of social, sporting, and artistic activities, but I've learned that signing up for leagues creates pressure to keep showing up, so I choose open-play formats instead — fully fluid, based on what my body wants that day.

My days have a shape. Mornings are for the heaviest cognitive load: meditation, gratitude, instrumental music (lyrics distract me), then a walk, pickleball, or a swim. I take naps seriously — not a luxury but a lifeline, especially now, post-menopausal, with a slow thyroid. Afternoons are for quieter creativity: sewing travel clothes, painting, writing. Evenings are light movies and comedy only — no news, no conflict, no scary content. My brain is done by then; the shop is closed.

That's my life now. But to understand how I got here, you have to know how I built my working life, and how it eventually broke me.

 

Getting Someone Else to Pay for My Thrill

I grew up in England and Omaha, Nebraska. I devoured National Geographic and Wild Kingdom, fascinated by wild animals and far-flung places. At some point I made a private goal: see the world and get somebody else to pay for it.

That goal shaped my career. I worked for years in recreation and tourism, then spent 22 years traveling three to six times a month for work, eventually landing at the U.S. State Department in the DC area, training diplomats and civil service staff. On paper, it was a dream. But my nervous system told another story — traffic, the subway, the ambient intensity of the work wore me down. I'd come home buzzing, unable to downshift. It wasn't one dramatic moment; it was a slow accumulation of too much stimulation and not enough recovery, and it became burnout.

When I retired, COVID hit mid-transition, and I ended up essentially homeless between homes while my new house was being built in North Carolina. That stretch forced me to reckon with how my sensitive, thrill-seeking system actually works. I wasn't just "picky" about environment and schedule — I was trying, often unconsciously, to design a life that kept my system within a tolerable range.

 

Early Clues: Artsy-Fartsy, Wild and Tender

The signs that I was both highly sensitive and high sensation seeking started early. As a baby, I refused all meat, even puréed — to this day I'm a vegetarian, something my body seemed to know before my mind did. Around age four, my family made fun of me for crying when Lassie didn't come home, or when horses got shot in Westerns. People rolled their eyes when I cried at beer commercials involving the Clydesdales and a puppy being separated from them, or a Clydesdale recognizing a past handler in a crowd. I've always been particularly moved by inter-species connections. I was told, mostly by narcissists, that I was too sensitive and needed to suck it up.

On the thrill side, I've always sought speed and height. I rode dirt bikes and did hill climbing through the fields of Nebraska by age fourteen. I dove competitively, did gymnastics, and later added rock climbing and scuba diving. Looking back, it's obvious I was both tender and wild: the kid who cried over animals and beauty, and the kid who chased speed and challenge at every turn.

 

One Foot on the Gas, One Foot on the Brake

When I read Elaine Aron's description of sensitive sensation seekers as having one foot on the gas and one foot on the brake, it was one of my first big aha moments. My top values on every inventory I've taken since the 1990s cluster around Love, Freedom, and Security. I used to think Freedom and Security together was odd. Now it makes perfect sense.

I live for adventure and thrill-seeking, but I also need to know it's safe. I bungee-jump, but only after checking staff safety records. That's the paradox: I'll chase thrill, but I want good food and a massage afterward, not a protein bar in a tent. I once trusted a dive guide on a drift dive who left our group stranded, surfacing to open water with no boat in sight, at dusk, with the ship's departure time looming. We had to flag down a fishing boat, cold and unsure where our wallets and passports even were. It was a valuable lesson: I no longer book the cheap excursion just because it's cheap. I still love thrill, but I want to "die another day," James Bond–style.

 

All Six Senses on Overdrive

My ecosystem is delicate now that I've tuned into what causes dysregulation. I explain it as all six senses on overdrive at all times — when others hear a whisper, I hear a shout.

The clearest example: I volunteer with goats, usually calming work. For an Easter event, I ran an art station, thinking painting with goats would balance the kids. Instead, it was total overstimulation — heat, noise, nonstop logistics for five hours with no food or water. I was down for four days afterward doing concentrated restoration to get my nervous system back.

That sensitivity shapes my whole social life. I avoid malls and crowds, do all my shopping online, and always drive myself to events so I can leave if I start feeling twitchy. I need an activity anchoring any social event — trivia, bocce, pickleball — never just a "meet your neighbor" happy hour. At outdoor concerts, I'm usually the only one actually in the pool, listening from the water and doing my own dance in the form of treading water. I get personal space and music without the crowd or small talk.

 

Everyday Creativity

My friends know I'm constantly improvising — my brain can't help it. I made my chandelier from twigs gathered in the forest, spray-painted silver, hung with leftover crystal drops, instead of buying a $1,200 designer fixture. I found glasses with removable "skins" and painted my own designs on them, double-sided, which turns wearing glasses into a way of connecting with strangers.

That same instinct shows up in my kitchen. I see products on TV and think, “I can make that better, easier, and cheaper at home — swapping in gluten-free flour, adding protein, cutting the meat.” Sometimes I'm right; sometimes it goes straight in the trash, and I chalk it up as the cost of a hobby.

Art came back into my life after a 45-year pause, now as watercolor and pen-and-ink instead of the heavier acrylics I used to do — I wanted less control over outcome, more of what my hand wanted to do. I call the whole practice Sassy Scribbles: not fine art, fun line art, and it gives me a giggle every time.

 

Systems for a Wild Sensitive

Systems are one of my main creative tools — I "set it and forget it" so my brain doesn't have to work hard when I'm tired. During my 22 years of heavy travel, I had a full packing and client-booking system so I never had to remember every detail from scratch. That habit never left: my closet is organized by color and category, kitchen items live in baskets, and I've learned it's easier to grab one basket of cleaning supplies than eight separate bottles.

Finances are another place where my sensitivity and thrill-seeking had to recalibrate. As a recreation professional running my own business, cash flow was tight and I tracked every penny. Once I had a solid career job, I could invest more in retirement funds and stocks. Now that I'm retired, I'm lowering risk in my portfolio — I have a shorter timeline to recover from losses, and I have enough to be comfortable. I'm more into easy listening for my investments now and leave the risk-taking to my trips.

I've also had to firm up boundaries. I don't do fast-food restaurants or big-box stores — I can't tolerate the lights and lines. I'm not on social media at all. In the evenings, a lamp on a timer shuts off an hour before bed so my eyes stay sleepy, and I only watch emotionally neutral shows at night — no news, no conflict.

 

Crashes, Boundaries, and Course Corrections

For 36 years, I traveled with a best friend I eventually realized was a covert narcissist. As an empath, I kept giving up my boundaries to avoid her rage — taking overwhelming subways, pushing through crowds at her pace, then wondering why I felt sick and couldn't think straight. Once I understood dysregulation better, I started taking my own taxi to the airport and telling her, "This is what I'm going to do — take it or leave it."

The hardest test was a month-long sailing trip to Antarctica, an expensive retirement gift booked years earlier with this same friend, right as I'd decided to go no-contact with her — but I couldn't cancel without losing tens of thousands of dollars, and I desperately wanted the penguins. I lived my ship life as if I were alone: different meal times, different tours, staying neutral when she tried to provoke me. I got my whales and penguins, and I held my ground. After that trip: no more big cruise ships, no more "go along to get along."

 

How I Live the Paradox Now

Today I think of myself as a Wild Sensitive who has spent decades designing a life where both sides can exist. A good thrill now feels like curiosity my body can handle — energized but not jittery. "Too much" feels like heat and tightness, a sense my skin is too thin; that's my cue to leave, get in the pool instead of the crowd, take the nap.

If I picture my sensitivity and my sensation seeking as two characters, one is wrapped in a blanket on the couch listening to smooth jazz; the other has a map spread out on the table, circling places to go. They argue, compromise, and on good days, laugh and share the same seat.

I don't feel like my traits are a curse anymore. If I could speak to an earlier version of myself, I'd say: you're not too much and you're not broken. You're a Wild Sensitive. Your job is to get really creative about building a life where both your tenderness and your appetite for intensity get a say. That's the real art.

 

Editor's Reflection

What makes Gaia's piece work as an anchor for this part is how directly she connects sensitivity to creative output — not an occasional wellspring but a constant, moment-to-moment negotiation. Six senses on overdrive generate the raw material; her drive for novelty generates the pressure to do something with it rather than simply endure it. Watercolor over acrylic because acrylic felt "too heavy and messy" is craft calibrated in real time to what she can carry that day.

Her systems function the same way her drawing does: they offload cognitive load so her sensitivity has less to process and her sensation-seeking has a stable base to launch from. That reframes systems as a creative output rather than the opposite of one. Her closing image, two characters who "argue, compromise, and, on good days, laugh and share the same seat," gives the book one of its clearest working definitions of what living the paradox actually looks like day to day. 

    

  

    
      Randy - Fear as a Navigation Tool





    

    
      Editor’s Introduction

Randy writes as someone who has already burned through several lives and is now using the last one to make sense of all the others. His story moves from a childhood spent hiding in mine shafts to escape beatings, through a six figure engineering career on industrial projects around the world, into a later life in a tiny community on the Sea of Cortez where he and Annet now spend ten hours a day learning about sensitivity and sensation seeking and trying to build a language that harms people less than “HSP” has harmed him. 

What stands out most is how early he learned to integrate sensitivity and sensation seeking as one survival system rather than two warring traits. At six he was already using fear as a navigation tool in that abandoned coal mine, placing stones on the floor and walking a few steps past them each time, training his nervous system to move beyond what others might tolerate so he could stay safe. The adult who now talks about “Wild Sensitives” and performance frameworks is the same child who moved deeper into the dark, using both caution and curiosity as equipment.

 

Today

I would describe my life at the moment as peaceful and fulfilling, with a splash of adventure. My days are filled with discovery, which I write about, make videos about, and podcast about. It's an exciting journey of self-discovery, one that I have wished for my entire life. I met my new wife, a fellow HSS-HSP, three years ago, and together we have made it our life's mission not only to discover all we can about our traits of SPS and HSS, but to try to build a community of like-minded people who have struggled, in one form or another, with their sensitivity and sensation seeking. We literally spend ten hours a day, six days a week, focused on educating ourselves about the traits, using the existing research available, and collecting lived experiences from others who are also HSS-HSPs. 

 

Small-c Creativity Through the Lens of a Highly Sensitive Sensation Seeking Man

When people hear the word creativity, they immediately think of artists, musicians, writers, or inventors. While these are certainly forms of creativity, they represent only one expression of it. 

For me, creativity has never been about creating art. It has always been about solving problems. Whether navigating everyday challenges, leading people through uncertainty, or surviving life-threatening situations in the wilderness, creativity has been the ability to observe, adapt, connect seemingly unrelated pieces of information, and discover solutions that are both practical and meaningful. 

I have come to recognize that much of my creative problem solving is shaped by my unique combination of high sensitivity and high sensation seeking. Together, these characteristics have both enhanced and complicated the way I approach problems throughout my life. High sensitivity allows me to notice the subtle details that many people overlook. Small changes in a person's behavior, shifts in emotional tone, subtle environmental cues, inconsistencies in information, or changes in group dynamics rarely escape my awareness. Rather than dismissing these observations as insignificant, my mind naturally stores them as valuable information. Each subtle observation becomes another piece of data that may later contribute to solving a problem. 

Yet observation alone does not explain my creative problem-solving ability. What truly shapes it is the deep processing that follows. My mind instinctively begins searching for connections between present experiences and thousands of previous ones. Logic certainly plays a role in this process, but logic is never working alone. Emotional understanding is equally important. Every potential solution is filtered not only through the question, "Will this work?" but also, "How will this affect the people involved?" The emotional consequences of a decision are often as important as its practical outcome. Because of this, my creative process is not simply analytical; it is relational. It seeks solutions that address both the practical demands of a situation and the emotional needs of the individuals experiencing it. 

My sensation-seeking nature adds another dimension to this process. Rather than relying solely on familiar methods or established procedures, I am naturally inclined to explore possibilities that others may not initially consider, call it disinhibition. I am comfortable examining unconventional ideas when traditional solutions no longer fit the circumstances. This willingness to adapt allows my thinking to remain flexible, particularly when situations become unpredictable or rapidly change. Instead of asking, "What is the normal way to solve this?" my mind often asks, "What does this particular situation require?" This distinction has repeatedly allowed me to find solutions that emerge from the unique circumstances rather than from predetermined expectations. 

Ironically, the very qualities that strengthen my creativity can also become its greatest obstacle. Because my conclusions are often built upon subtle observations and experiences that others have neither noticed nor lived, they can appear unusual or difficult to explain. Many of the connections that seem obvious to me are invisible to others. As a result, my ideas have frequently been questioned, dismissed, or misunderstood before I have had the opportunity to explain the reasoning behind them. Over time, this has created a reluctance to fully express my creative thinking, especially around certain environments that do not accept the unconventional. It is not simply frustration that follows these moments. Because my creativity is deeply connected to my way of experiencing the world, having it dismissed often feels as though my experiences themselves are being dismissed. Those moments can trigger emotional wounds rooted in years of feeling misunderstood, making the act of sharing creative solutions emotionally vulnerable. 

Interestingly, this hesitation almost completely disappears during genuine crises. When situations become dangerous or lives are at risk, my mind enters a state of remarkable clarity. It is as though emotional intelligence, sensory intelligence, positive intelligence, and intellectual reasoning suddenly stop competing with one another and begin working in complete harmony. Rather than becoming overwhelmed by the complexity of the situation, as many Highly Sensitive People state, each form of intelligence contributes simultaneously to understanding what is happening and determining what needs to happen next. The more intense the circumstances become, the more focused my thinking appears to grow. Years of accumulated experiences rapidly organize themselves into patterns that guide immediate action. 

One experience that profoundly illustrates this occurred during a wilderness canoe expedition in northern Canada. My canoe partner had assured me he possessed extensive wilderness and river experience, but only two days into the journey, the isolation and reality of the environment began triggering severe paranoia within him. We were hundreds of kilometers from civilization with many days still remaining before we could reach help. There was no opportunity to simply end the trip. Each day required navigating a difficult river while simultaneously managing another person's deteriorating mental and emotional state. Rain, snow, cold temperatures, Class IV rapids, wolves, and fresh grizzly tracks continually reinforced his growing fear. As darkness approached one evening, he insisted we continue paddling despite the obvious dangers of running a technical whitewater river at night. 

At the time, I knew nothing about sensory processing sensitivity or high sensation seeking. All I knew was that survival now depended on much more than paddling a canoe. My greatest challenge was not navigating the river but stabilizing another human being who was steadily losing his ability to regulate fear. I had to find creative ways to reduce his panic without denying the seriousness of our circumstances. Every conversation, every decision, every campsite, and every adjustment in our daily routine became part of managing both our physical survival and his psychological survival. There were moments when I genuinely feared his emotional state might place both of our lives in severe danger. Looking back, I recognize that creativity became the bridge between practical survival and emotional stability. 

A second experience occurred during a mountaineering expedition when two climbing partners and I were buried beneath four feet of snow and ice while sleeping inside our tent. Everything we owned disappeared beneath the avalanche debris, including the equipment we desperately needed to descend the mountain. Escaping the burial itself required extraordinary problem solving, but that was only the beginning. My partners had rapidly developed hypothermia while there was nothing immediately available with which to help them. I began digging with my bare hands, and every object recovered from beneath the snow, a section of rope, a water bottle, a piece of clothing, was immediately evaluated, not for its original purpose, but for what it could become. Creativity became the ability to transform limited resources into survival tools. 

What became especially apparent during this experience was the distinction between urgency and importance. These concepts are often treated as though they are identical, yet in survival situations they are fundamentally different. Urgency is governed by time. Importance is governed by consequence. Faced with two people both suffering from hypothermia, emotional attachment could never determine my priorities. Instead, every decision had to balance medical need, available resources, environmental conditions, and the likelihood of survival. This constant reassessment required not only logical thinking but emotional discipline. The ability to separate personal feelings from objective priorities became one of the most creative acts of the entire experience. 

Looking back across these experiences, I have come to realize that my creativity has never been rooted solely in imagination. It has been built from accumulated experiences that have become deeply embedded within my nervous system. Every challenge I have survived, every leadership role I have held, every wilderness expedition, every relationship, every failure, and every success has expanded my internal library of patterns. When confronted with a new problem, my mind instinctively searches those experiences, identifying similarities that others may not immediately recognize. The solution is rarely copied from the past; rather, past experiences provide the raw material from which entirely new solutions emerge. 

Although few people will ever find themselves navigating a Class IV river with a paranoid partner or digging through avalanche debris with bare hands, everyone encounters uncertainty, conflict, relationships, leadership challenges, and unexpected change. The creative process remains remarkably similar. We draw upon previous experiences, gather subtle information, evaluate possible outcomes, and adapt to the circumstances before us. In this sense, small-c creativity is not reserved for extraordinary individuals. It is the ongoing process of using life's accumulated experiences to solve the problems we encounter every day. 

For me, being a highly sensitive sensation seeking man has made that process both deeply rewarding and deeply challenging. It has gifted me with the ability to notice what others overlook, to process information from multiple perspectives, and to integrate emotion with reason in ways that have repeatedly produced effective solutions. At the same time, those very qualities have often led to misunderstanding, dismissal, and emotional exhaustion. Yet despite those challenges, I have learned to value this way of thinking. It has carried me through situations where conventional thinking was overwhelmingly insufficient, and it continues to shape the way I approach every problem, whether the stakes involve life itself or simply helping another person navigate the ordinary complexities of being human. 

I notice my sensitivity mostly when engaging with others. Most people, I have found, want something from you without giving anything in return. Some call them "emotional vampires," and I am very susceptible to them. There are three aspects that trigger my sensitivity with regard to these kinds of people. One is conflict. I grew up in an extremely abusive family. As the youngest, and the most sensitive, I was seen as both broken and a target. Conflict for me was part of everyday life. Two would be injustice, probably as a result of the injustice I faced growing up and have experienced in everyday life since. And third would be greed. I am extremely sensitive to greedy people who take far more than they ever give back. 

I notice two things: my hunger to feel alive, and my slow, declining ability to achieve this. Youth has a way of allowing our hunger for intensity, novelty, and challenge to be fed more easily. This then creates an emotional normality as an HSS-HSP. Like eating food, the more we eat, the bigger our stomachs get, causing a bigger demand to keep them full. When we experience increasing levels of intensity, even if only slightly more intense than the last one, this creates a conditioning in which our emotional being becomes accustomed to it. Once it begins to return to a less stimulating experience, hunger kicks in, pushing us to feel alive once again. The second thing is age and the limitations age brings with it. I struggle with not being able to satisfy that hunger as I once did. The hunger is still there, and on some days it is screaming at me. My body just can't do what it once was capable of doing. So, as a replacement, I try to engage more intensely in less physical demands. It helps, as long as I employ a deeper creative process. 

 

Early life

As far back as I can remember, I was drawn to the underwater world. I used to love watching Jacques Cousteau explore the wonders of the ocean. I was absorbed by the color, the strangeness, and the mystery of what lay beneath the surface. I would explore an old, abandoned coal mine at the age of six, driven by my deep sense of curiosity and protected by my deep sense of cautiousness. Combined, they helped me navigate my early life, as I had no formal role models, guides, or support from anyone. I learned to survive in deeply creative ways by using the integration of my sensitivity and sensation seeking at a very young age. 

Many speak of thrill or intense experiences as if they were parachuting or bungee jumping. My concept of thrill and intensity is around escaping. Thrill is when your nervous system experiences a sudden strong surge, often associated with excitement. Yet thrill can also be the sudden surge of excitement when you have escaped another beating. Intensity is directly associated with the level of the experience you face. Combine the two, and it's easy to see that if one is facing an intense threat and creatively finding a way to escape it, it brings a level of thrill that often rewards the ability to be that creative. Again, these are skills I needed to learn on my own as far back as I can remember. I learned at a young age that the less I was seen, the safer I was. So I would go hide in the shafts of that old, abandoned coal mine, working my way each time deeper and deeper into the dark, damp tunnel. I would place a stone on the floor when I began to feel fear. The next time I entered, I would take as many steps as I could past that last stone I placed. I believed if I felt fear, so did others, and if I could move past it, they might not, and I would be protected. I was six when I found the shaft and ten when I last went in, because we moved to another town. 

I do believe that because I was able to integrate my sensitivity with my sensation seeking at an early age, I felt less torn apart by them. However, that began to change after I got married and had children. My wife was attracted to me because of my lifestyle. I was adventurous, outgoing, and spontaneous. Yet I was also romantic and emotionally engaging. But once the children were born, her protective nature kicked in. She, being neither sensitive nor sensation seeking, placed pressure on me to tone my sensation seeking down. In essence, it wasn't an internal thing, but an external one. I might add that once I did begin to tone down my sensation seeking, my sensitivity began to destabilize, meaning I became more emotional, more sensitive. This too put pressure on me, as she did not like "weak men." 

 

Everyday creativity

We live in the wilds of Mexico, a small community right on the Sea of Cortez. It is peaceful here, barely 200 people. It also means there isn't a local Home Depot right around the corner. So when things break or fail, I need to improvise until I can get to a hardware store. I have an innate ability to look at things and see the multiple uses they hold. It might be a piece of metal, a block of wood, or a length of wire. When a problem arises, somehow my mind immediately goes into what I call its inventory box. It quickly looks through what I have available to me physically that would take care of the immediate need. I have come to trust that ability. 

One example is when we were riding our motorbike from Las Vegas to Fairbanks, Alaska. We had made it to the Yukon and had camped in the wilds overnight. When we woke up, we discovered a porcupine had chewed through our front brake line. Front brakes on a motorbike are the main brakes, and as we were riding two-up and were extremely loaded, those brakes were essential. We were five to six hours from any real community. So I wrapped the chewed line with a layer of tin foil, took fishing line and wrapped it around as tight as I could, then painted the fishing line with glue that I had in our small repair kit. That repair worked for fourteen days until we arrived in Fairbanks, where we got the line replaced. Had creative thinking not been applied, it could have resulted in serious injury. 

There are many routines, tools, and little systems we use. During my Commercial Diving training, my instructor, an ex–US Navy SEAL, taught me the 3-R rule: Recognize, Regulate, Reclaim. The next is what we call the PERRR Method: Pause, Inquire, Reflect, Recognize, Respond. Both serve us extremely well, depending on the experience and intensity. The 3-Rs are used when intensity is extremely high, while the PERRR method is used when overstimulation is just beginning to be felt. We also use what we call the Wild Sensitive Performance Framework to manage our multiple tasks. We are often told by those who know us, "How on earth can you guys get so much done?" The Sensitive Performance Framework is the answer. 

 

Risk and turning points

When asked about times my appetite for intensity or novelty led me into something that turned out to be too much, I have to really think about it. While there are many times when I experienced things that were extremely intense, I can honestly say they were never too much. To me, too much means we lose the ability to handle them. While emotionally the aftereffect can be quite devastating, in the moment, during the heat when everything is on the line, that is when I seem to become my clearest. My mind removes all unnecessary thoughts or worries and only focuses on the immediate course of action that would lead to the most positive outcome. I have never intentionally crossed a line where I felt it was too much. I have, however, been given circumstances beyond my control to deal with that many would absolutely label as extremely overstimulating. 

One of the biggest setbacks I had was realizing I could no longer stay in a marriage that demanded I be less sensitive and less sensation seeking. At the time, I knew nothing of HSP or HSS. All I knew was that I wasn't allowed to be me. For years I had adapted, complied, and conformed, until all that pressure, all that craving, was too much for me to contain. When I left, I left with reaction. That reaction was to simply walk away from twenty-five years of building a life, a beautiful home, money in a bank, and a good job simply because I couldn't take it anymore. I walked away with two duffle bags and left everything to my ex. All I wanted was to keep the relationship I had with my now-grown boys. I lost that too. 

The turning point came at a Christmas party, where I met a 93-year-old man. I sat with him and we talked. He looked at me and said, "Son, when I die, I want I WISH I WOULD HAVE written on my gravestone." When I asked him why, he replied, "I'm 93 years old, never done anything I ever wanted in my life. Always did what others wanted me to do, and now it's too late." That man was so full of regret I felt it deep in my bones. When I left that party, I promised myself I was not going to be an I WISH I WOULD HAVE guy. I left my prison and traveled for fifteen years to fifty-six countries, learning who I was and what I was capable of. 

During that fifteen years, I came up with my personal life statement, which should answer what that experience taught me: "Life is not just the passing of time; it is the collection of experience. Their frequency and intensity define who you are and what you're capable of." Many simply go through life living safely or comfortably. My experiences have taught me that to truly be safe, to truly be comfortable, one needs to collect and perfect as many skills as possible. Having traveled the way I did, experienced what I did, and tested myself in ways few ever do, it taught me that we are only limited by our beliefs.

 

Fear and criticism

I believe judgment is always in the forefront for many people, especially sensitive people. People only see other people through their own lens. That means through their beliefs, their fears, their opinions, and their ignorance. Over the past few years, I have especially learned that even people calling themselves sensitive can be some of the most hurtful, judgmental, and opinionated people. That said, I believe the world is facing a huge problem: that people are becoming more and more distant from each other. That means more judgmental, more opinionated, and far less caring about how others feel. I'm older now. I have lived many lives, and fear has been my friend and ally since I first walked into that mine shaft. Yet it still hurts when I emotionally invest in others and they prove to be far less caring. 

Perfectionism shows up almost like a necessity. I realize that there
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