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Introduction
 
My story begins in Lebanon, where growing up amidst the chaos of war shaped my 
earliest experiences. During those formative years, I developed resilience, a deep 
appreciation for life, and values that continue to guide me today. Decades later, I 
stepped into the world of photography and social media—a new realm that would 
shape my identity as both a photographer and a community builder.
If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed by the pressures of social media, struggled with 
comparison, or questioned how to share your creativity meaningfully, this book is 
for you. Here, I share personal stories of growth, practical strategies for navigating 
the digital landscape, and lessons learned from years of fostering an engaged and 
supportive creative community.
As my journey evolved, I began creating spaces for shared creativity, organizing 
monthly photography challenges, annual contests, and hundreds of weekly 
community discussions. I’ve also had the privilege of hosting live conversations and 
interviews with some of the world’s most talented photographers—Rachel Jones 
Ross, William Patino, Sarah Lyndsay, Ben Staley, Rachael Talibart, and Daniel 
Kordan. These experiences have shown me the profound power of shared creativity. 
They have deepened my appreciation for storytelling through photography and 
reinforced my belief that creativity flourishes in connection with others.
When approached with intention, social media can transcend the superficial and 
become a space for connection, inspiration, and shared growth.
Whether you’re a photographer, a creative soul, or someone looking for better ways 
to navigate the online world, my hope is that this book provides encouragement and 
clarity. It’s not about chasing perfection; it’s about embracing your journey, 
fostering meaningful relationships, and finding joy in the creative process.
Thank you for allowing me to share my story and insights with you. May these 
pages inspire you to navigate your creative and digital life with purpose and 
authenticity.


TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
 
1: A Journey Before the Lens 
2: Discovering Photography: A New Beginning
3: The Healing Power of Photography
4: Living Vicariously Through the Lens 
5: Transforming Envy into Inspiration
6: Discovering Your Worth Beyond Applause
7: Navigating Social Media Positively
8: Mental Health in The Digital Age
9: From Grit to Grace: Turning Irritations into Growth
10: The Power of Storytelling
11: Finding Your Voice in a Sea of Sameness
12: Overcoming Social Media Addiction: Reclaiming Creativity
13: Rules vs. Principles: A Creative Approach
14: Building an Engaging Community
15: The Balance of Sharing and Privacy
16: Breaking Through Creative Plateaus
17: The Seasons of Creativity
18: Transcend and Include: Embracing Every Chapter
19: Finding Fulfillment in Our Journey
20: Lessons from the Cedars


1: A Journey Before the Lens
The Switzerland of the Orient​ 
By the time I was born in 1967, Lebanon’s reputation as the “Switzerland of the Orient” was already fading. 
Tensions were mounting, and the country was on the brink of a devastating civil war that would erupt in 1975 
when I was just eight years old. That war officially lasted 15 years, ending in 1990, but its consequences 
lingered far beyond. Sporadic skirmishes, political instability, and deep divisions continued to paralyze the 
country for decades, leaving scars not just on the land but also on the people who called it home.​
Our once vibrant country grew smaller as we were confined to areas controlled by militias divided along 
religious lines. It saddens me to reflect on how fractured Lebanon became—a place where physical and 
emotional barriers kept us apart. On a recent trip back home, I finally visited parts of my own country that 
had remained inaccessible to me for most of my life. Walking through these once-forbidden places stirred 
wonder at their beauty and sorrow for what had been lost.​
Growing Up with Principles and Opposition
I grew up in a family of seven—my parents, my four siblings, and me—in a household that valued peace and 
neutrality above all else. These were not just words but guiding principles that shaped every aspect of our 
lives. My parents taught us not only to avoid physical involvement in the conflict but also to abstain from 
taking sides mentally or emotionally. This philosophy resonated deeply with me, especially as I witnessed 
fellow countrymen turning against one another over political and religious divisions.
However, neutrality came at a price. I was often called a coward or traitor by those who believed in fighting 
for their factions. These labels followed me through school, and more than once, I was forced to leave places 
where I was no longer welcome. While these experiences were painful, they taught me invaluable lessons: 
how to remain steadfast in the face of opposition and how to hold firm to values that transcend fleeting 
allegiances.
Looking back, I take pride in the fact that I never contributed to the loss of human life. This chapter of my life 
left me with an unshakable respect for life—a principle that has guided me through every subsequent trial.




Raouché’s Pigeon Rocks: Silent witnesses to Lebanon’s history, these iconic formations have weathered centuries of beauty 
and turmoil. They taught me that strength is not only about standing tall but also about embracing the marks left by time 
and experience.
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Childhood Amid Conflict: Innocence in the Shadows of War​
Growing up in Beirut during the war was a harrowing experience for any child. Playgrounds were non-
existent, and safety was a distant dream. The sound of bombs and bullets became the soundtrack of our lives. 
Even neighbors in the buildings next door were no longer just neighbors; they often became enemies, 
separated by fragile alliances and deep-seated divisions.
Our apartment building, located at the edge of contested territories, became a frontline. Snipers occupied 
nearby rooftops, targeting anyone who dared cross invisible lines. For us children, this meant playing in the 
small alley behind the building—a narrow, precarious space that offered a sliver of safety.​
When I was about 8 or 9 years old, I was playing in that alley with two friends. We found an old frisbee and 
tossed it back and forth, enjoying a rare moment of carefree fun. But the game quickly turned dangerous. 
Each time the frisbee strayed beyond the alley, one of us had to run out into the sniper’s line of sight to 
retrieve it. Two of us managed to do so safely, but when it was my friend’s turn, tragedy struck. A sniper fired, 
and the bullets hit his feet. He collapsed, screaming in pain as the sniper continued shooting. Terrified and 
desperate, we pulled him to safety, our hearts pounding as we feared the sniper might fire again. Thankfully, 
he survived, but the injuries left him with a permanent limp.​
For children in Beirut, stories like these were almost commonplace, shared as if they were ordinary 
anecdotes. At the time, we didn’t realize how deeply these experiences were shaping us, leaving emotional 
scars that would surface in unexpected ways later in life.
The Summer of 1980: A Traumatic Turning Point
It was the summer of 1980, and I was 13 years old. Like many youths at the time, I decided to work during the 
summer months to earn extra money, as the war had made life financially difficult for everyone. My parents 
approved since I would be accompanying an elderly friend they trusted, who was already working as a 
gardener at Aqua Marina, a well-known beachside resort in a neighborhood called Safra.
On July 7th of that year, tragedy struck. A militia launched an attack to seize control of the resort from 
another militia of the same religion. The violence was heartbreaking, as even family members tragically found 
themselves on opposite sides of the conflict. Brothers killed brothers, divided by their allegiances.
As the fighting intensified, the elderly, women, other children and I were gathered into a single hallway for 
safety. The confined space offered little comfort as the deafening sound of gunfire surrounded us. The cries of 
the dying and the constant echoes of gunshots reverberated through the walls, creating a sense of terror I had 
never known before.




Sunset over Safra, Lebanon: At 13, I witnessed unimaginable tragedy here. Returning years later, I was moved by the 
enduring beauty of this land. This sunset taught me that even in the depths of loss, there is room for healing and the quiet 
persistence of hope.
 
Eventually, we were allowed to leave, but the harrowing scenes of lifeless bodies and wounded souls haunted 
me. As we made our way out of the Aqua Marina resort, we passed by the pool—a sight I will never forget. 
Once a place of relaxation and joy, the pool was now stained red, with lifeless bodies floating in its waters. It 
was a stark and horrifying image, a tragic symbol of the senseless violence that had unfolded. For a 13-year-
old, it was a life-altering experience that seared into my memory the fragility of life and the senseless 
devastation of war.​
At that moment, I knew with absolute certainty that I would leave Lebanon one day, no matter how long it 
took. I longed for a place where hope and safety weren’t just distant dreams but tangible realities.
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Banff, Canada: Like the fog, our dreams of a brighter future were once clouded by uncertainty. The path ahead wasn’t 
always clear, but we held onto hope—believing that with persistence, the uncertainties would fade, and a peaceful future 
would unfold before us.
Dreams of a Brighter Future​
The traumatic events of that summer deepened my resolve to leave Lebanon. By the time I entered my mid-
teens, my friends and I shared dreams of escaping the chaos and building better lives in safer countries. For 
many young people, immigration wasn’t just a desire—it was a necessity. The war had stripped us of stability, 
and the idea of starting anew elsewhere became a shared aspiration.
Over the years, the prolonged conflict led millions of Lebanese to seek refuge and opportunity abroad. Entire 
families and communities left the country, driven by a collective desire for safety and hope. For people like 
me, this yearning for security was deeply personal. Today, Lebanese communities around the world far 
outnumber those still living in Lebanon—a testament to the impact of those years.
For me, the dream of leaving Lebanon was about more than finding a new beginning; it was about reclaiming 
the possibility of a secure and peaceful life. That hope kept me moving forward, even as the challenges of war 
pressed in on every side.

[image: image46.jpg]

 
An Unexpected Love
After graduating from high school, I began preparing to leave Lebanon. I enrolled in extensive English 
courses at night to improve my language skills, knowing they would be invaluable no matter where I ended 
up. During the day, I worked as a salesman for a cosmetics company to save money for the journey. But then 
something unexpected and wonderful happened.​
Charlotte, my neighbor and a cherished family friend, had been part of my life for as long as I could 
remember. Our families shared a close bond, and over time, our friendship grew into something more. I fell 
in love with her, and that love led to our marriage on November 6th, 1988. Together, we hoped to build a life 
in Lebanon, staying close to our families and holding onto the fragile promise of stability that seemed within 
reach.
A Shattered Dream
However, that hope was short-lived. On March 14th, 1989, just four months after our wedding, another war 
broke out. It was one of the most violent and destructive conflicts I had ever witnessed. Bombs flew over our 
heads as East Beirut, controlled by the Lebanese Army and Christian militias, clashed with West Beirut, 
dominated by the Syrian Army and Muslim factions. The destruction was unimaginable, and the tenuous 
stability we had relied on was completely shattered.
Our determination to leave became stronger than ever. With few options available, we turned to Greece—the 
only country that granted us a visa—and made the difficult decision to leave behind our home and the life we 
had tried to build.​
A Refugee’s Haven: Four Years in Greece​ 	
It was December 18, 1989. My wife and I stood at the port of Jounieh, surrounded by family and friends who 
had come to bid us farewell. The sea was our only way out, as the airport had been closed due to the ongoing 
war. Tears flowed freely as we said goodbye, stepping into the unknown with hearts heavy but determined.​
Our initial attempt to enter Greece didn’t go as planned. Denied entry at Athens Airport, we were sent back to 
Cyprus. With no other options, we took a boat to Rhodes and eventually reached Athens. Finally, after this 
arduous journey, we arrived in a city that became home for the next four years.
Amid challenges—economic struggles, prejudice, and the constant uncertainty of our status—we managed to 
build a life. I learned painting and remodeling, and we found strength in volunteer work. Reflecting on this 
time, we remember growth, love, and perseverance.




The Illuminated Acropolis: A symbol of enduring grace, the Acropolis stood tall through centuries of storms. During my 
time as a refugee in Greece, it showed me that even amidst displacement and uncertainty, there is a light that connects us to 
our history and grounds us.
New Beginning: Life in Canada​
It was January 14, 1994, when we said goodbye to the friends and loved ones we had grown close to during 
our four years in Greece. With mixed emotions, we got into a taxi and made our way to Athens Airport, taking 
in the last glimpses of a city that had been our home. The day was unseasonably warm for January—13 
degrees Celsius (55°F)—with people fishing along the beach, a serene yet bittersweet farewell to a place that 
had shaped us.
A few hours later, as our plane descended toward Mirabel Airport in Montreal, Canada, the view outside the 
window was anything but welcoming. A blanket of white snow covered the landscape, a sharp reminder of 
how far we had come from the warmth of Greece. My parents, who had immigrated to Canada five years 
earlier—just before my wedding—were waiting to welcome us. Stepping out of the airport, we were hit by a 
cold unlike anything we had ever experienced. The wind chill made it feel like minus 50 degrees Celsius (–
58°F), and the cold bit through my jeans, which felt as if they might crack. Even breathing was painful, the 
frigid air burning my lungs.
Yet, the warmth of reuniting with family overshadowed the shock of the bitter weather. As we drove away 
from the airport, chatting and catching up on years of separation, I couldn’t help but ask myself: Is this going 
to be my home for the rest of my life? A question that lingered in my mind then—and one I still find myself 
asking even today.
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		1: A Journey Before the Lens		The Switzerland of the Orient

		By the time I was born in 1967, Lebanon’s reputation as the “Switzerland of the Orient” was already fading. Tensions were mounting, and the country was on the brink of a devastating civil war that would erupt in 1975 when I was just eight years old. That war officially lasted 15 years, ending in 1990, but its consequences lingered far beyond. Sporadic skirmishes, political instability, and deep divisions continued to paralyze the country for decades, leaving scars not just on the land but also on the people who called it home.

		Our once vibrant country grew smaller as we were confined to areas controlled by militias divided along religious lines. It saddens me to reflect on how fractured Lebanon became—a place where physical and emotional barriers kept us apart. On a recent trip back home, I finally visited parts of my own country that had remained inaccessible to me for most of my life. Walking through these once-forbidden places stirred wonder at their beauty and sorrow for what had been lost.

		Growing Up with Principles and Opposition

		I grew up in a family of seven—my parents, my four siblings, and me—in a household that valued peace and neutrality above all else. These were not just words but guiding principles that shaped every aspect of our lives. My parents taught us not only to avoid physical involvement in the conflict but also to abstain from taking sides mentally or emotionally. This philosophy resonated deeply with me, especially as I witnessed fellow countrymen turning against one another over political and religious divisions.

		However, neutrality came at a price. I was often called a coward or traitor by those who believed in fighting for their factions. These labels followed me through school, and more than once, I was forced to leave places where I was no longer welcome. While these experiences were painful, they taught me invaluable lessons: how to remain steadfast in the face of opposition and how to hold firm to values that transcend fleeting allegiances.

		Looking back, I take pride in the fact that I never contributed to the loss of human life. This chapter of my life left me with an unshakable respect for life—a principle that has guided me through every subsequent trial.

		Childhood Amid Conflict: Innocence in the Shadows of War

		Growing up in Beirut during the war was a harrowing experience for any child. Playgrounds were non-existent, and safety was a distant dream. The sound of bombs and bullets became the soundtrack of our lives. Even neighbors in the buildings next door were no longer just neighbors; they often became enemies, separated by fragile alliances and deep-seated divisions.

		Our apartment building, located at the edge of contested territories, became a frontline. Snipers occupied nearby rooftops, targeting anyone who dared cross invisible lines. For us children, this meant playing in the small alley behind the building—a narrow, precarious space that offered a sliver of safety.

		When I was about 8 or 9 years old, I was playing in that alley with two friends. We found an old frisbee and tossed it back and forth, enjoying a rare moment of carefree fun. But the game quickly turned dangerous. Each time the frisbee strayed beyond the alley, one of us had to run out into the sniper’s line of sight to retrieve it. Two of us managed to do so safely, but when it was my friend’s turn, tragedy struck. A sniper fired, and the bullets hit his feet. He collapsed, screaming in pain as the sniper continued shooting. Terrified and desperate, we pulled him to safety, our hearts pounding as we feared the sniper might fire again. Thankfully, he survived, but the injuries left him with a permanent limp.

		For children in Beirut, stories like these were almost commonplace, shared as if they were ordinary anecdotes. At the time, we didn’t realize how deeply these experiences were shaping us, leaving emotional scars that would surface in unexpected ways later in life.

		The Summer of 1980: A Traumatic Turning Point

		It was the summer of 1980, and I was 13 years old. Like many youths at the time, I decided to work during the summer months to earn extra money, as the war had made life financially difficult for everyone. My parents approved since I would be accompanying an elderly friend they trusted, who was already working as a gardener at Aqua Marina, a well-known beachside resort in a neighborhood called Safra.

		On July 7th of that year, tragedy struck. A militia launched an attack to seize control of the resort from another militia of the same religion. The violence was heartbreaking, as even family members tragically found themselves on opposite sides of the conflict. Brothers killed brothers, divided by their allegiances.

		As the fighting intensified, the elderly, women, other children and I were gathered into a single hallway for safety. The confined space offered little comfort as the deafening sound of gunfire surrounded us. The cries of the dying and the constant echoes of gunshots reverberated through the walls, creating a sense of terror I had never known before.

		Eventually, we were allowed to leave, but the harrowing scenes of lifeless bodies and wounded souls haunted me. As we made our way out of the Aqua Marina resort, we passed by the pool—a sight I will never forget. Once a place of relaxation and joy, the pool was now stained red, with lifeless bodies floating in its waters. It was a stark and horrifying image, a tragic symbol of the senseless violence that had unfolded. For a 13-year-old, it was a life-altering experience that seared into my memory the fragility of life and the senseless devastation of war.

		At that moment, I knew with absolute certainty that I would leave Lebanon one day, no matter how long it took. I longed for a place where hope and safety weren’t just distant dreams but tangible realities.

		Dreams of a Brighter Future

		The traumatic events of that summer deepened my resolve to leave Lebanon. By the time I entered my mid-teens, my friends and I shared dreams of escaping the chaos and building better lives in safer countries. For many young people, immigration wasn’t just a desire—it was a necessity. The war had stripped us of stability, and the idea of starting anew elsewhere became a shared aspiration.

		Over the years, the prolonged conflict led millions of Lebanese to seek refuge and opportunity abroad. Entire families and communities left the country, driven by a collective desire for safety and hope. For people like me, this yearning for security was deeply personal. Today, Lebanese communities around the world far outnumber those still living in Lebanon—a testament to the impact of those years.

		For me, the dream of leaving Lebanon was about more than finding a new beginning; it was about reclaiming the possibility of a secure and peaceful life. That hope kept me moving forward, even as the challenges of war pressed in on every side.

		An Unexpected Love

		After graduating from high school, I began preparing to leave Lebanon. I enrolled in extensive English courses at night to improve my language skills, knowing they would be invaluable no matter where I ended up. During the day, I worked as a salesman for a cosmetics company to save money for the journey. But then something unexpected and wonderful happened.

		Charlotte, my neighbor and a cherished family friend, had been part of my life for as long as I could remember. Our families shared a close bond, and over time, our friendship grew into something more. I fell in love with her, and that love led to our marriage on November 6th, 1988. Together, we hoped to build a life in Lebanon, staying close to our families and holding onto the fragile promise of stability that seemed within reach.

		A Shattered Dream

		However, that hope was short-lived. On March 14th, 1989, just four months after our wedding, another war broke out. It was one of the most violent and destructive conflicts I had ever witnessed. Bombs flew over our heads as East Beirut, controlled by the Lebanese Army and Christian militias, clashed with West Beirut, dominated by the Syrian Army and Muslim factions. The destruction was unimaginable, and the tenuous stability we had relied on was completely shattered.

		Our determination to leave became stronger than ever. With few options available, we turned to Greece—the only country that granted us a visa—and made the difficult decision to leave behind our home and the life we had tried to build.

		A Refugee’s Haven: Four Years in Greece

		It was December 18, 1989. My wife and I stood at the port of Jounieh, surrounded by family and friends who had come to bid us farewell. The sea was our only way out, as the airport had been closed due to the ongoing war. Tears flowed freely as we said goodbye, stepping into the unknown with hearts heavy but determined.

		Our initial attempt to enter Greece didn’t go as planned. Denied entry at Athens Airport, we were sent back to Cyprus. With no other options, we took a boat to Rhodes and eventually reached Athens. Finally, after this arduous journey, we arrived in a city that became home for the next four years.

		Amid challenges—economic struggles, prejudice, and the constant uncertainty of our status—we managed to build a life. I learned painting and remodeling, and we found strength in volunteer work. Reflecting on this time, we remember growth, love, and perseverance.

		New Beginning: Life in Canada

		It was January 14, 1994, when we said goodbye to the friends and loved ones we had grown close to during our four years in Greece. With mixed emotions, we got into a taxi and made our way to Athens Airport, taking in the last glimpses of a city that had been our home. The day was unseasonably warm for January—13 degrees Celsius (55°F)—with people fishing along the beach, a serene yet bittersweet farewell to a place that had shaped us.

		A few hours later, as our plane descended toward Mirabel Airport in Montreal, Canada, the view outside the window was anything but welcoming. A blanket of white snow covered the landscape, a sharp reminder of how far we had come from the warmth of Greece. My parents, who had immigrated to Canada five years earlier—just before my wedding—were waiting to welcome us. Stepping out of the airport, we were hit by a cold unlike anything we had ever experienced. The wind chill made it feel like minus 50 degrees Celsius (–58°F), and the cold bit through my jeans, which felt as if they might crack. Even breathing was painful, the frigid air burning my lungs.

		Yet, the warmth of reuniting with family overshadowed the shock of the bitter weather. As we drove away from the airport, chatting and catching up on years of separation, I couldn’t help but ask myself: Is this going to be my home for the rest of my life? A question that lingered in my mind then—and one I still find myself asking even today.

		Preparing for a Life-Changing Experience

		With my wife due to deliver soon, we had little time to prepare for the arrival of our precious daughter. There was so much to do—finding work, securing a place to live, and furnishing it—all within just a few weeks. Thankfully, my parents welcomed us into their home, offering the hospitality and support we needed to tackle these challenges.

		And tackle them we did. By the end of March, we had put the final touches on our new home, even stocking the fridge with groceries in anticipation of the new chapter ahead. Late one evening, we made our way to the hospital, filled with excitement and nerves. Shortly after midnight, our daughter, Agapé, entered the world.

		Agapé—a Greek name meaning love—was not just a keepsake from our years in Greece but a profound blessing. She was the gift that God granted us, a reward for the hardships we had faced. This love, embodied in our daughter, has continued to fill our hearts with joy and laughter, making every moment since her birth a treasure.

		A New Chapter of Freedom

		Three years after arriving in Canada, we received another remarkable gift: Canadian citizenship. For many, this might seem like a routine milestone. But for someone like me, who came from a background where a passport often symbolized restriction rather than opportunity, this was life-changing.

		The weight of this gift was immeasurable. To carry a passport respected by other nations, a passport that opened doors to the world without endless queues at embassies or pleading for permission to travel was a dream come true. This citizenship granted me the freedom to dream beyond borders and live a life where belonging wasn’t tied to a single place.

		Despite the harsh winters, occasional feelings of isolation from the world, and the challenges of building a life in a new country, I remain deeply grateful for what Canada has given me. This land offered me security, freedom, and a future where my dreams were no longer confined. For that, Canada will always hold a special place in my heart.

		A Year That Defined My Perspective

		Two events in early 2020 stand out as defining moments in my life. On January 10, I experienced one of the greatest joys of the last thirty years—my daughter Agapé’s wedding. Watching her embark on this new chapter filled me with pride and gratitude, a deep sense of fulfillment for everything we had endured and overcome.

		Just ten days later, on January 20, I faced an unimaginable loss—the passing of my mother. Her death was a profound sorrow that left a void I will never fully be able to fill. The contrast between these two moments, so close together, taught me an important lesson: life is a delicate balance of joy and grief, triumph and loss. It’s in this balance that we grow, finding the strength to cherish happiness and endure hardship.

		Lessons That Shaped My Journey

		Throughout these early years, life taught me invaluable lessons that became the foundation of who I am today. Resilience, respect for life, and an unwavering adherence to values became my guiding principles. These virtues are not just remnants of my upbringing, but active forces shaping the way I navigate life—both offline and online.

		As we turn the page to explore my creative journey, you’ll see how these lessons form the thread that runs through every chapter. They are the compass guiding my path in the digital world, helping me stay grounded while building meaningful connections and finding inspiration. The struggles I endured, the principles I upheld, and the decisions I made are reflected in how I approach photography, creativity, and community in an ever-changing social media landscape.





		2: Discovering Photography: A New Beginning		A New Journey Begins

		Maui wasn’t just a celebration of twenty-five years of marriage—it marked the beginning of something entirely unexpected. My wife and I had planned the trip as a silver anniversary getaway, a time to reflect on our journey together and enjoy the natural beauty of Hawaii. But Maui had other plans for me. It didn’t just deepen the love I shared with my wife—it introduced me to a new love: photography.

		Before we left for the trip, it was my teenage daughter—an art and photography enthusiast—who insisted I buy a DSLR and take it with me. “You’ll regret it if you don’t,” she said with the confidence and excitement that only youth can bring. Her belief in my potential was unwavering, even when I hesitated. Inspired by her encouragement, I bought the camera, unsure of what I was getting into but eager to try.

		Determined to make the most of it, I sought out a friend who graciously gave me a two-hour crash course on using the camera. Between his guidance and hours spent watching YouTube tutorials, I felt just prepared enough to dive into the adventure.

		Armed with that brand-new DSLR and a sense of curiosity, I began exploring the lush landscapes of Maui. Every corner seemed to hold a new discovery—the cascading waterfalls, vibrant greenery, and breathtaking coastlines. But nothing could have prepared me for the experience of seeing the world through a lens.

		I made plenty of mistakes. My first shots were overexposed, the compositions awkward, and my editing heavy-handed. Yet, those early stumbles felt like an initiation. With every error, I learned something new—not just about photography, but about myself.

		Discovering Social Media

		When we returned home, I wasn’t ready to let go of the magic Maui had sparked. I wanted to share what I had captured—not just with family and friends but with the world. That’s when I discovered Instagram.

		At first, it felt like stepping into a new world. I started posting my photos, and the response was beyond anything I had imagined. Friends left kind comments, strangers sent words of encouragement, and the number of likes seemed to grow with each post. I’ll never forget the first time my photo was featured by an Instagram hub. The recognition was exhilarating—it was validation that my work mattered, that people beyond my small circle appreciated what I was creating.

		For a while, Instagram was a source of joy. It connected me with other photographers, inspired me to improve my skills, and gave me a space to express myself. But as time went on, cracks began to appear beneath the surface.

		The Algorithms and the Rat Race

		The very thing that had once brought me joy began to feel like a burden. The introduction of algorithms made it harder for people to see the work of those they followed. Posts that once reached friends and supporters began disappearing from their feeds, replaced by curated content aimed at keeping users on the platform longer.

		To combat this, groups started forming—like for like, comment for comment, follow for follow. It was an effort to outsmart an algorithm no one truly understood. For many, including myself, it felt like a rat race. The joy of creating was overshadowed by the pressure to stay visible.

		I watched as the commercial side of social media crept in, weighing heavily on creators. Some began paying to boost their posts or even buying followers to stay relevant. I started to wonder: Is this what I want? Is this why I’m here? Would I be content taking photos just for the love of it, without the need for recognition or an audience?

		The questions gnawed at me, and I found myself at a crossroads. Social media had once been a source of connection and inspiration, but it was beginning to feel like a hollow pursuit.

		A Haven in VERO

		In 2018, whispers of a new platform called VERO started circulating among photographers. Disillusioned by the struggles with Instagram, many creatives were promoting VERO as a sanctuary—a place free from algorithms, where the feed was chronological and connections felt genuine.

		Skeptical but curious, I decided to give it a try. I had little to lose and everything to gain. From the moment I joined, it felt like stepping into a community that valued people over metrics. Here, I found something I hadn’t realized I was missing: authenticity.

		VERO wasn’t about followers or likes—it was about sharing what you loved, whether that was photography, music, books, or even a favourite app. It felt like the kind of sharing we do with close friends in real life, only here it was extended to a global community. There were no ads, no pressure to promote or perform—just people connecting over shared passions.

		The transition was transformative. The principles and values I was raised with—authenticity, kindness, and respect—felt easier to live by on VERO. The connections I made were meaningful, the conversations genuine. Over time, my involvement in the platform deepened.

		In 2021, the team at VERO invited me to become a Community Ambassador, a role I cherish to this day. It was an acknowledgment not just of my photography but of my commitment to building a positive community. VERO restored my faith in social media. It reminded me why I started sharing in the first place: to connect, to inspire, and to be inspired.

		Looking Back

		Maui gave me the gift of photography, and social media gave me a place to share it. But it was the journey—from the initial joy of Instagram to the sanctuary of VERO—that taught me the most valuable lessons.

		I’ve learned that creativity isn’t about numbers; it’s about connection. It’s about staying true to yourself, even when the world tries to pull you in another direction. And above all, it’s about finding joy in the process, not just the outcome.

		One of my most cherished memories from that trip is a sunset I captured on the coast of Maui. The golden light stretched across the ocean, and the tree in the foreground stood as a silhouette, a quiet witness to the beauty of the moment. That sunset wasn’t just a scene to be photographed; it was a reminder of why I started this journey—to appreciate life’s fleeting beauty and to share those moments with others.

		Today, as I reflect on this chapter of my journey, I am grateful—for the mistakes, the milestones, and the people who have been part of it. Social media may have its flaws, but when used with intention, it has the power to build bridges and bring us closer to what truly matters.





		3: The Healing Power of Photography		The Universal Need for Healing

		Life presents challenges in many forms—physical illness, emotional struggles, or mental health battles—leaving scars that are often invisible. These experiences test our strength and shape us, reminding us of our shared need for healing and growth.

		For me, the need to rebuild began early. Growing up in a war-torn country and spending my twenties as a refugee left me with a shaky foundation. Later, life presented new challenges—bouts of depression, burnout, and what I now recognize as symptoms of undiagnosed ADHD. These experiences pushed me to seek tools to cope, to find meaning, and to move forward.

		When I moved to Canada, I found support in community and purpose in volunteering. Yet, the journey toward healing remained incomplete. It wasn’t until photography entered my life that I discovered a creative outlet capable of grounding me in the present and guiding me toward emotional clarity.

		Connecting with Nature

		Photography opened a door to the natural world in a way I hadn’t experienced before. It encouraged me to spend more time outdoors, observe more closely, and reflect more deeply. Moments like standing before a vast mountain range or watching sunlight filter through forest trees brought a sense of peace that was truly transformative.

		When I hold a camera and step into nature, my focus shifts. The external world replaces the noise within, and I find myself connected to something bigger—a reminder that life continues to thrive, even amidst adversity.

		Photography inspired me to travel to places that spoke to my soul. Whether visiting local parks or capturing iconic landscapes, each moment behind the lens taught me to appreciate the beauty of the natural world.

		Slowing Down

		In a world that rewards speed and multitasking, photography taught me to slow down. A meaningful image isn’t created in haste. The art of photography is an act of patience—waiting for the perfect light, the right composition, or the stillness of a fleeting moment.

		One moment stands out as a lesson in patience: capturing a wren emerging from the reeds with its prize. I remember sitting quietly for hours, waiting for that one perfect opportunity. The bird, small and elusive, teaching me that some moments cannot be rushed. The result was not only a photo worth the wait but a reminder that slowing down allows us to experience the beauty we might otherwise miss.

		Pay Attention to Details: Managing ADHD Through Photography

		Photography has also helped me manage some of the challenges I face with ADHD. The camera became a tool to channel my energy and focus. Instead of being overwhelmed by distractions, I began noticing details I’d previously overlooked—the texture of a leaf, the play of shadows on a wall, the intricate patterns in the petals of a flower.

		Macro photography, in particular, became a form of mindfulness. Peering through the lens at the tiniest details forced me to concentrate, to quiet my thoughts, and to immerse myself fully in the moment. These close-up shots revealed a hidden world that I might have otherwise missed, teaching me to find joy in the smallest things.

		Connecting with Like-Minded Photographers

		Photography connected me to others who share this passion—people whose creativity and perspectives continually inspire me. Online platforms like Instagram and VERO have allowed me to engage with photographers from all walks of life, fostering connections that go beyond likes and comments.

		I’ve had the privilege of traveling with friends and fellow photographers, sharing moments of discovery as we explored landscapes together. These experiences reminded me that healing and creativity are not solitary pursuits. They are enriched by the presence of others, by the conversations we have, and by the memories we create side by side.

		Photography as an Ongoing Process of Healing

		An image isn't just a reflection of the world but of the photographer’s journey. For me, photography has been more than a creative outlet. It’s been a means of navigating challenges, finding purpose and celebrating moments of joy and clarity even in difficult times.

		I've learned to appreciate small details, find meaning in quiet moments, and share experiences with others along the way. Healing is not a destination; it’s a journey—one that photography continues to support. Every photo I take reminds me that beauty still exists in the world, no matter how turbulent life may seem.

		As I continue this process of healing and growth, I remain grateful for all photography has brought into my life. But the journey doesn’t end with what we see through our own lens. In the next chapter, we’ll explore the unique ways photography deepens our understanding of the world while strengthening our connections with the people who inhabit it.





		4: Living Vicariously Through the Lens		Photography: A Passport to New Horizons

		I often think about how my Canadian passport changed my life. Growing up in a war-torn country, the thought of exploring far-off places felt like an unattainable dream. But all of a sudden, a little blue book could swing open doors I had dreamed of as a boy. My passport not only allowed me to cross borders, but it gave me a profound sense of freedom and opportunity. In a similar way, photography has been a passport of its own, allowing me to explore landscapes, cultures, and emotions once beyond my reach.

		One particular trip to Banff, Canada, cemented this idea. I captured an image of my daughter walking down an open road with a small red suitcase, the towering mountains framing her small figure. The photo symbolized more than a family trip; it represented the journey we all take—one of carrying dreams, embracing adventure, and moving forward with hope.

		Photography doesn't just document these moments—it transforms them into shared stories. Each captured frame is an invitation for others to see the world as I see it, to step into my shoes, and for a moment, to walk my journey.

		The Power of Living Vicariously

		Before I ever picked up a camera, I lived vicariously through the work of others. Social media introduced me to photographers whose images transported me to places I'd never been, offering me glimpses of cultures and landscapes I could only imagine. Through their lenses, I found inspiration and awe.

		These moments were more than just idle scrolling. They taught me the value of slowing down and truly appreciating the stories told through photography. Instead of rushing past images, I paused to absorb the emotions and perspectives embedded in each frame.

		It wasn't long before I began to wonder: Could my own photography have the same impact on others? Could my images inspire someone that deeply?

		Photography: A Shared Experience

		One of photography's greatest gifts is its ability to connect us through shared experiences. A single image can evoke emotions, spark memories, or transport someone to a moment they've longed for.

		Years ago, I came across a photograph of puffins perched on rugged cliffs. Their vibrant beaks against the wild landscape captivated me. That image stayed with me, quietly planting a dream. Years later, I found myself on a windswept Icelandic cliff, camera in hand, capturing my own shots of puffins. What began as someone else’s vision had come full circle, becoming part of my own story.

		This is the magic of photography—it’s not just about the photographer. It’s about the lives that are touched by the image, the stories it inspires, and the connections it creates.

		The Stories Behind the Frames

		Every photograph tells a story, and every story builds a bridge between the photographer and the viewer. Sometimes that bridge is an emotional one, as when I shared an image of a winding forest path. The comments from viewers were deeply personal: “This path looks like a place where I’d walk to find peace,” and, “Thank you for sharing not just the photo but your thoughts—it gave me a moment of calm.”

		These moments remind me why I create and share. For me, photography isn't just about the capture— it's about creating a dialogue. It's an opportunity for viewers to find their own meaning in the story and to reflect on their own journeys.

		Sharing the Journey

		Photography has become more than a creative outlet for me—it’s a way of exploring the beauty of the world while offering others a window into it. Every image I capture is an invitation to pause, reflect, and connect.

		Through photography, we can live vicariously, finding inspiration and meaning in the perspectives of others. And just as I’ve been transported through the lenses of others, I hope my work offers moments of reflection, wonder and calm to those who view it.

		As we move forward, let’s explore how social media, while sometimes a source of envy or comparison, can also challenge our creativity and fuel our growth. Much like photography, social media is a complex space filled with opportunities for connection and resilience.





		5: Transforming Envy into Inspiration		From Competition to Connection

		When I posted my photo of the Haleakalā sunrise, I didn’t know what to expect. It was one of my earliest attempts at sharing my work on social media, taken during a trip that marked the beginning of my photography journey. The photo, which now appears on page 18 of Chapter 2, remains a special part of my story. One comment changed everything: “It’s National Geographic worthy,” wrote the very friend who had given me a crash course in photography before the trip.

		Those words lifted me above the clouds. They reminded me of the power of encouragement—a few thoughtful words can spark confidence and drive creativity.

		Moments like those are the essence of social media at its best. It’s not about chasing likes or competing with others; it’s about celebrating each other’s journey and growth. But soon, I began to notice a darker side: the trap of comparison and the corrosive potential of envy.

		The Double-Edged Sword of Social Media

		Social media offers unparalleled opportunities to connect and inspire, but it also amplifies comparisons. While scrolling, it’s easy to see someone else’s highlight reel and suddenly feel a pang of inadequacy. Their stunning photos, endless travels, or thriving audience engagement can leave us questioning our worth.

		I’ve been there. Early in my journey, I found myself looking at creators with better gear, larger followings, and more frequent features. At times, I felt overshadowed, even small, wondering why my efforts weren’t yielding the same recognition.

		But then I remembered something deeply rooted in my upbringing: envy is a thief. Growing up with limited means during the war in Lebanon, I learned to celebrate what I had rather than covet what I lacked. That mindset became my anchor, helping me transform envy into something constructive.

		Instead of asking, “Why not me?” I began asking, “What can I learn?”

		Protecting Your Core

		Envy, much like rust, can erode us from within if left unchecked. But just as oil shields metal, three forms of love—self-love, love for others, and love for the journey—have the power to protect us and transform envy into strength.

		Self-love is about recognizing your inherent worth, independent of external validation. Early in my journey, I struggled with this. Social media metrics—likes, comments, followers—had a way of making me question myself. But over time, I realized my perspective, my experiences, and my story were enough. They didn’t need applause to hold value.

		Love for others came with a lesson I hadn’t expected—celebrating someone else’s success does not dim your own light. At first, I viewed others’ accomplishments as reminders of what I lacked, but gradually, I understood there’s space for all of us to thrive. Cheering for others builds a stronger creative community, one where inspiration flows freely rather than being clouded by competition.

		Love for the journey was perhaps the most transformative of all. Growth takes time, and I’ve learned to appreciate the small wins along the way. Whether it’s refining a new technique or simply taking a moment to enjoy the act of creating, I’ve found joy in progress itself. When you focus on your own path, envy has less power, and you’re free to grow at your own pace.

		Transforming Envy into Inspiration

		Envy doesn’t have to be destructive. When met with self-awareness, it can become a powerful tool for growth.

		The first time I felt envy while scrolling through another photographer’s work, I paused to reflect. Was it admiration for their talent or frustration with my own progress? Recognizing envy as a signal allowed me to name it without judgment. Envy isn’t a threat—it’s a teacher. Each moment of comparison holds a lesson; each pang of jealousy carries potential. The choice is ours: to let it corrode us or to let it refine us into something stronger.

		Rather than comparing myself to others, I focused on what I could learn from their techniques, storytelling, and perspective. Their success became a source of inspiration rather than self-doubt. Over time, I turned envy into action, challenging myself creatively and stepping out of my comfort zone. By redirecting those feelings, envy became a catalyst for self-discovery.

		Eventually, I learned that envy fades when we focus on our own progress and celebrate others’ achievements. By transforming envy into inspiration, we leave behind competition and step into a space of creative freedom, authenticity and growth.

		A Reflection on Connection

		Social media’s real power lies in its ability to foster genuine connection—not just with others, but with ourselves. As I’ve grown as a photographer and a storyteller, I’ve come to see each photo I take as a bridge that connects me to my journey, my audience, and the shared human experience.

		Through this lens, I’ve realized that photography isn’t just about capturing moments—it’s about sharing stories that invite reflection. It’s about offering a piece of your perspective to the world and creating a space for viewers to find their own meaning in it. Social media, when used intentionally, becomes a tool for connection, growth, and inspiration—one that allows us to build rather than compete.





		6: Discovering Your Worth Beyond Applause		The Quiet Confidence Found in Nature

		Every autumn, my electric bike becomes my daily companion as I navigate the trails near my home. The path winds through forests transformed into a mosaic of fiery reds, golden yellows, and deep oranges.

		I sometimes stop mid-ride, drawn by the carpet of fallen leaves beneath me. I dismount and walk, savoring the crunch of each step. That sound—so simple and yet grounding—feels like applause. With no one around, no crowd in sight, I feel like a celebrity walking the red carpet to accept a trophy, only here, the recognition doesn’t come from others.

		In those moments, I’m reminded that my journey—each step, pause, and stumble—is worthy simply for being mine. No spotlight, no audience, just the quiet rustle beneath me affirming, “You matter.”

		Finding Worth Beyond the Crowd

		In a world obsessed with visibility and validation, these quiet moments with nature offer a stark contrast. Social media’s instant feedback loops—likes, comments, shares—create an illusion of value tied to numbers. But walking through the woods, I’m reminded that true worth isn’t something others bestow upon us. It’s something we carry within, even in silence.

		This lesson has resonated deeply throughout my life. Growing up, validation wasn’t something you expected or even thought about. Life was about survival, and success was often as simple as returning home safely. Every day I made it back from school or work alive felt like a small victory. Recognition wasn’t something external—it was the quiet acknowledgement of endurance, of having made it through another day.

		Later, as a refugee in Greece, I faced daily challenges that could have easily worn down my self-worth. Prejudice, financial struggles, and homesickness were constant companions. Yet, instead of succumbing to those struggles, I found purpose in serving others. I volunteered in our community, helping other refugees improve their lives. Those efforts, however small, became a source of pride and self-validation. They taught me that worth isn’t something you wait for others to grant; it’s something you cultivate through meaningful action.

		These experiences continue to anchor me today, especially in the often-performative world of social media.

		Nature as a Mirror of Self-Worth

		When I pause to take in the stillness of a forest or the vibrance of fallen leaves, it feels as though nature is telling me: you are enough, just as you are. Unlike the ever-changing algorithms of social media, nature doesn’t ask me to prove my worth; it simply reflects it back to me in its unassuming beauty.

		For someone who began life without a safety net of encouragement, these moments feel like home. They remind me of the lessons I’ve carried from my childhood: the value of inner validation, the strength in persevering without applause, and the power of recognizing your worth, even when the world seems indifferent.

		Building Confidence from Within

		As I reflect on the years spent growing my craft and sharing it with the world, I realize how much of my resilience stems from early life lessons. Starting with little, I had no choice but to develop a strong sense of self-worth. It was a survival mechanism then, but it’s become a guiding principle now.

		Social media has tested this principle. The temptation to equate success with likes and comments is always there. But as I’ve matured—both as a person and creator—I’ve learned these metrics are fleeting. What lasts is the quiet satisfaction of knowing I’m on the right path.

		That’s why I turn to nature when I need to recalibrate. Nature’s wisdom reminds me to look inward for validation, to measure progress against my own goals rather than external applause. Just as a tree doesn’t rush its growth or compete with the forest, I remind myself to grow at my own pace, trusting that the journey is enough.

		A Quiet Affirmation

		Finding worth without applause teaches us to value ourselves, independently of others’ opinions. When we stop chasing validation, we unlock a peace that no number of likes can provide.

		Every autumn trail reminds me that I don't need acclamation to find my worth. Nature’s quiet presence is enough. When I carry that lesson into my relationships, creative work, and time online, I find a peace that external validation cannot bring.

		So let the applause fade and listen instead to the crunch of leaves underfoot. Let it remind you of your worth—innate, enduring, and entirely your own.

		As we continue, let’s explore how to bring this peace and self-worth into the overwhelming world of social media. In the next chapter, I’ll share strategies for navigating the online space with balance, positivity, and empathy—ensuring it uplifts rather than drains us.





		7: Navigating Social Media Positively		The Double-Edged Sword of Social Media

		Social media can feel like a double-edged sword. On one hand, it offers connection, inspiration, and knowledge; on the other, it exposes us to negativity, conflict, and judgment. Over the years, I’ve come to see that navigating social media isn’t just about managing an online presence—it’s about staying true to values forged in the real world, values that have guided me through life: empathy and a commitment to kindness.

		Growing up in an environment that demanded understanding and adaptability taught me how crucial these principles are. Later, during my early twenties, when facing challenges, I learned to seek positivity while building meaningful communities. These lessons have become the foundation for how I navigate the complexities of social media today. The following strategies, rooted in those life experiences, serve as guiding principles to help maintain joy and empathy in the face of online negativity.

		Practice Thoughtful Empathy

		When encountering negativity online, I remind myself that every post comes from a real person with real experiences. Pausing to consider their perspective has transformed many of my interactions. Once, after receiving a heated comment, I chose to respond thoughtfully rather than reacting impulsively. My calm reply opened the door to a meaningful conversation, changing the dynamic entirely. Similarly, before sharing an opinion or reacting to a post, I take the time to educate myself. Researching a topic or understanding multiple perspectives has helped me approach online conversations with clarity and respect, avoiding unnecessary misunderstandings.

		Limit Exposure to Negativity

		During my younger years, I learned to protect my mental well-being by staying away from toxic situations. Social media is no different. I curate my online space like one would tend a garden—removing unhealthy presences and making room for flourishing beauty. I choose to unfollow or mute accounts that stir negativity. This intentional approach creates a space that fosters creativity and uplifts rather than drains.

		Avoid Arguments

		Heated arguments—whether online or in person—rarely lead to positive outcomes. I’ve learned to express my views calmly and respectfully, and disengage entirely when a conversation feels unproductive. This approach has saved me from frustration countless times and allowed me to focus on keeping my own peace.

		Offer Support and Encouragement

		Be the change you wish to see on social media. Small acts of kindness can have a significant impact in the digital space. I remember coming across a post about gratitude during an especially challenging time in my life. It inspired me to share my own reflections, and the responses surprised me—sparking connections I hadn’t expected. A kind and encouraging response can bond us and make us feel less alone. Spreading positivity creates a beautiful and rewarding ripple effect, often circling back to you in unexpected ways.

		Prioritize Self-Care

		While social media connects us virtually, offline relationships ground us in reality. I’ve made it a habit to step away when needed. Taking breaks allows me to recharge and come back with fresh energy and ideas. Whether it’s spending time in nature or with family, prioritizing offline self-care has become essential for maintaining balance and creativity.

		Finding Balance Between Empathy and Positivity

		Staying positive on social media isn’t about ignoring struggles; it’s about approaching interactions with compassion, understanding, and kindness. These principles, rooted in my own life experiences, have guided me in creating a space that uplifts both myself and others.

		As we continue to explore the complexities of social media, we must also address the impact it can have on mental health. In the next chapter, I’ll share insights and strategies for navigating the emotional ups and downs of online engagement—ensuring social media becomes a tool for growth, rather than a source of stress.





		8: Mental Health in the Digital Age		The Dual Nature of Social Media

		Social media is a complex space, offering both profound opportunities and significant challenges. At its best, it serves as a lifeline—a platform where creativity, vulnerability, and connection thrive. It provides a unique outlet for people to share their struggles, process emotions, and find solidarity with others who share similar experiences. For artists and creators, it offers a space to showcase their work, inspire others, and build meaningful communities.

		But this same space can also feel overwhelming, presenting challenges that weigh heavily on mental health. The pressure to maintain visibility and meet expectations can lead to emotional exhaustion. The curated highlight reels of others can fuel feelings of inadequacy, making creators question their worth or compare themselves unfavorably. For some, the pursuit of likes and validation becomes a cycle that distracts from their original purpose and creative joy.

		I’ve experienced this duality firsthand. On some days, social media has been a source of encouragement and growth, connecting me with like-minded people and inspiring my craft. On others, it has felt like a draining demand for constant output and external validation. The tension between these two sides has taught me that navigating social media requires intentionality and clear boundaries.

		When approached with care, social media can amplify creativity while remaining a safe and supportive space. The key is learning to harness its benefits without allowing its pitfalls. By embracing its potential while guarding our mental health, we can transform the digital landscape into a tool that uplifts rather than depletes.

		Creating Space for Meaningful Discussions

		Mental health has been a recurring theme in the community I’ve built online, often sparking some of the most heartfelt and vulnerable conversations. This isn’t surprising to me, as someone who has lived with ADHD and the effects of post-traumatic stress. Creativity has always been both an anchor and a release for me, helping me make sense of the chaos within and around me.

		During one Mental Health Awareness Month, I asked my audience: How does photography help you cope with mental health challenges?

		The responses were raw and deeply moving:

		• “Photography gives me an escape—a chance to focus on the beauty around me instead of the chaos within.”

		• “After losing my son at 20, photography became my lifeline. It allowed me to process grief in a way I never thought possible.”

		For me, photography became that bridge during moments when the echoes of trauma threatened to drown out my clarity. Focusing through the lens gave me a sense of control, grounding me when the world felt unsteady. These moments behind the camera became my personal lifeline, a way to channel my emotions into something constructive and healing.

		Navigating Mental Health with Empathy and Boundaries

		Social media, like creativity, can be both a refuge and a challenge. Balancing compassion for others with care for ourselves is essential, especially in digital spaces that often amplify both connection and conflict. These strategies have helped me navigate this delicate balance:

		Set Boundaries

		My journey with trauma has taught me the importance of self-protection. While I’m drawn to help others, I’ve learned that protecting my own mental well-being is not selfish—it’s necessary. If a conversation becomes draining or toxic, it’s okay to step back. Saying no isn’t a rejection of someone else’s needs; it’s an affirmation of your own limits.

		Encourage Professional Support

		Social media can offer connection and a sense of belonging, but it’s not a substitute for professional care. Gently guiding those who are struggling toward therapy or support groups is an act of kindness and a reminder that seeking help is a sign of strength, not weakness

		Create Safe Spaces

		Whether online or offline, I prioritize fostering environments of encouragement. For me, that means setting boundaries that encourage healthy interaction and reminding my community that they are seen, heard, and supported without judgment.

		Photography as a Bridge to Serenity

		When the effects of ADHD leave my mind scattered or post-traumatic stress clouds my thoughts, nature and photography become my refuge. Capturing a serene landscape—a still lake at sunrise, sunlight filtering through trees—grounds me in the present moment. Through the lens, time slows down, distractions fade, and I find clarity.

		Photography provides a space where my thoughts can settle, and my emotions find balance. Revisiting these images later allows me to reconnect with those moments of peace. A photo of a misty valley isn’t just an image; it’s a portal to the morning I stood there, breathing deeply and feeling the weight of the world lift, even if just a little.

		In these quiet moments, I’ve come to see photography as more than a creative outlet—it’s a therapeutic practice. It helps me create calm within chaos, a lesson that resonates deeply with anyone navigating their own mental health challenges.

		Reflecting on My Journey

		In my early days on social media, I wanted to help everyone but often felt overwhelmed. Over time, I’ve learned that supporting others and protecting my own well-being aren’t opposing goals—they’re deeply intertwined.

		Social media has taught me that the challenges we face online often mirror those in life. Just as I’ve grown through personal trials, I’ve also learned to embrace the irritants of the digital world, turning them into opportunities for growth.

		This brings me to a concept that has shaped how I approach these challenges: finding grace in grit. In the next chapter, we’ll explore how irritations—both online and offline—can become catalysts for creativity and personal growth, much like a grain of sand transforming into a pearl.





		9: From Grit to Grace: Turning Irritations into Growth		From Irritants to Pearls: Finding Value in Challenges

		A pearl begins its journey as a tiny irritant—a grain of sand or a small piece of debris that slips inside a mollusk’s shell. To protect itself, the mollusk coats the irritant with layers of nacre, a lustrous substance that gradually transforms the rough, unwelcome particle into a beautiful pearl. Over time, what started as discomfort becomes something prized and treasured.

		This simple yet profound process resonates deeply with me. Navigating life as a young immigrant taught me to face obstacles head-on and find meaning in them. Years later, as I ventured into the digital world, I discovered that social media, much like life, presents its own share of irritants. The lessons I’ve learned prepared me to approach these online challenges with resilience, turning frustrations into opportunities for growth.

		Social media, like the mollusk’s shell, offers us a space to connect, create, and share. But it isn’t without its grains of sand. These irritants come in the form of disheartening interactions, difficult personalities and the pressure to maintain an online presence. The question isn’t whether these irritants will arise but how we choose to respond to them. Do we let them fester and disrupt our peace, or do we coat them with layers of patience and kindness, turning them into something valuable?

		Over the years, I’ve encountered my share of frustrations in the digital world—moments that tested my patience and challenged my values. Each one became an opportunity to reflect and grow by applying lessons I’ve carried with me from life’s trials. Here are some of the ways I’ve learned to handle these challenges with grace and intention.

		Follow-Unfollow Tactics: Choosing Depth Over Numbers

		One of the most common irritants on social media is the follow-unfollow game. We’ve all encountered it: someone follows you, engages briefly, and then unfollows the moment you reciprocate. This tactic, designed to inflate follower counts, often feels impersonal and disheartening.

		Rather than letting this bother me, I see it as an opportunity to reaffirm my values. Much like I learned to prioritize principles during difficult times in life, I remind myself that depth and authenticity matter far more than numbers. Genuine engagement—the kind that fosters real connections—outweighs any fleeting metrics. By focusing on building meaningful interactions, I shift my perspective, letting go of frustration and staying true to the values that guide me.

		Demanding Messages: Setting Boundaries with Grace

		The open nature of social media allows anyone to reach out—both a benefit and a drawback. Some interactions come from individuals who are demanding, impatient, or expecting immediate responses. Whether it’s someone pushing for attention or asking for something beyond my capacity to give, these moments can feel intrusive.

		Life has taught me the value of boundaries. As a young couple in a foreign country, my wife and I learned to protect our time and energy, ensuring we had space to grow and support each other. In the digital world, this principle remains just as important. When faced with demanding interactions, I respond with kindness but remain firm. Setting boundaries with grace allows me to preserve my peace without compromising the respect I extend to others.

		The Imbalance of Give and Take: Embracing Generosity for Its Own Sake

		Social media can often feel unbalanced. You invest time engaging with others’ posts, leaving thoughtful comments, and sharing their work, only to realize the gesture isn’t always reciprocated. This imbalance can feel discouraging, making it easy to question whether your efforts are worthwhile.

		Reflecting on my life, I’ve learned that true generosity comes without expectations. My early experiences, particularly the time I spent volunteering to help fellow refugees improve their lives, taught me that there is indeed more joy in giving than in receiving. The act of giving in itself holds immense value—regardless of recognition or acknowledgement. Applying this mindset to social media, I’ve found fulfillment in supporting others simply for the sake of it. This approach helps me focus on the positive impact I can create, reminding me that the true worth of generosity lies in the act, not the outcome.

		Final Thoughts: Embracing the Grit and the Shine

		The beauty of a pearl lies in its layers, each one formed in response to an irritant. In the same way, every challenge we encounter—whether online or offline—offers an opportunity to grow. By choosing patience and kindness, we build layers of strength and grace within ourselves.

		Reflecting on my journey, I’ve come to see these lessons as timeless. They shape how I approach both life and social media, teaching me that even the most frustrating moments can have value.

		As you reflect on your own journey, consider the challenges you’ve faced online or in life. What lessons have they taught you? How have they helped you grow? Each moment of discomfort holds the potential to shape us into something stronger. By embracing these experiences, we polish our own pearls, creating a brilliance that negativity can never dim.

		In the next chapter, we’ll explore the art of storytelling—not just as a way to share content, but as a means to connect, inspire, and build bridges through our unique experiences.





		10: The Power of Storytelling		Why Storytelling Matters

		Storytelling has been at the heart of the human experience for centuries. Long before the advent of technology, stories connected us—whether through myths shared by firelight or letters sent across oceans. They helped us make sense of the world and build bonds across vast distances.

		Today, social media offers one of the most accessible platforms for storytelling. Yet, somewhere along the way, storytelling and curation merged, reducing raw moments to polished performances. Perfectly styled photos and meticulously crafted captions often overshadow the real, messy, and human stories that connect us most deeply.

		I’ve felt this tension myself. There was a time when my feed looked perfect but felt hollow. The likes came in, but they didn’t bring the connection or purpose I craved. It wasn’t until I peeled back the layers of curation and began sharing more authentically that I discovered the true power of storytelling. It’s not about creating a perfect image; it’s about offering a glimpse into your world in a way that resonates and inspires.

		Start With a Story, Not Just a Photo

		The process of storytelling begins long before I press the shutter. Each photograph has the potential to carry meaning—but only when approached with intention. When I encounter a beautiful scene, like a misty forest, I take a moment to reflect on how it makes me feel. I ask myself what this place and this moment mean to me. What do I see—solitude or resilience? I think about what emotions I want my photo to evoke, and what message I hope to convey.

		These reflections shape the way I compose the image, the perspective I choose, and ultimately, the story I want it to tell.

		More Than Pressing the Shutter

		Intentionality transforms photography. Each click of the shutter becomes a step in a larger narrative—a way to share not just what you see, but what you feel. Photography is often seen as a reactive art—capturing what is already in front of us. But great storytelling demands more. It requires treating the camera as a means to an end, not the end itself.

		I remember flying my drone over a stunning autumn landscape when I noticed one vibrant red tree standing out among the sea of gold and green hues. Instantly, a story formed in my mind—one about individuality and standing apart from the crowd. I composed the shot with this narrative in mind, placing the red tree strategically in the frame to highlight its uniqueness and create a sense of visual balance that reinforced the message I wanted to convey.

		Beyond composition, I considered how light and colour could enhance the story. The warm autumn light bathed the landscape in a golden glow, intensifying the contrast between the red tree and its surroundings. This interplay of light and color allowed me to evoke a sense of warmth and inspiration, drawing viewers deeper into the scene.

		Finally, I made sure to simplify the composition by adjusting my drone’s position to eliminate distractions. By removing unnecessary elements that didn’t serve the story—such as crowded patches of trees or man-made structures—I created a clearer, more focused image that allowed the red tree to take center stage.

		Captions: The Unsung Heroes of Storytelling

		Building on the visual story of the red tree, a well-crafted caption took the narrative even further. Captions are invitations for viewers to see the world through your eyes, offering them a window into your thoughts, emotions, and perspective.

		For example, when I shared the red tree photo, I chose not to describe the scene literally. Instead, I used the caption to tell a deeper story:

		“In a world where conformity often reigns, remember the beauty of individuality. Like the vibrant hues of nature, each of us possesses unique qualities that set us apart. Don’t shy away from standing out amidst the crowd, for it is in embracing our differences that we truly shine.”

		I ended with a question: What makes you stand out from the crowd, and how do you celebrate your uniqueness? This wasn’t just a way to engage my audience—it was an invitation for them to reflect on their own stories. The discussions that followed were fascinating.

		If your goal is like mine—to connect with your audience, captions like these turn images into bridges for discussion, and enriches the visual experience.

		Elevate Your Craft: Touch Hearts, Not Just Eyes

		The goal of storytelling isn’t to impress—it’s to connect. Social media is filled with stunning visuals, but not all of them touch the heart. When we focus solely on aesthetics, we risk creating content that pleases the eye but leaves the soul untouched.

		Before posting, I ask myself: Does this image invite reflection? Does it spark curiosity or conversation? Does it stay true to me, or am I just following trends?

		One of the most powerful things you can do is share not just what you see, but how it impacts you. A sunrise, for instance, can be so much more than a “lovely view.” It might symbolize hope, renewal, or a quiet victory over the struggles of yesterday. When you share that meaning, you invite your audience to see the world not just through their screens, but through your story.

		Overcoming Language Barriers

		For those hesitant to share their stories because of language barriers, technology has made it easier than ever. Platforms like VERO offer embedded translation tools, allowing your audience to understand your words no matter what language you write in. Authenticity always speaks louder than perfect grammar. Write in the language closest to your heart, and trust that your story will resonate.

		Share Your Story, Share Yourself

		Social media doesn’t need more polished, perfect posts. It needs more of you—your honest thoughts, raw emotions, and real stories.

		The beauty of storytelling lies in its ability to connect us with one another. By sharing your journey authentically, you remind others that they’re not alone. Your story, no matter how imperfect, has the power to inspire, heal, and create meaningful connections.

		As we move forward, storytelling is only the beginning. In the next chapter, we’ll dive into how discovering your unique voice can help you stand out in a sea of sameness and forge deeper, more authentic connections.





		11: Finding Your Voice in a Sea of Sameness		Building Identity and Purpose Beyond the Noise

		When I first ventured into social media, I was, like many others, a trend follower. It seemed logical—find out what works, emulate it, and see what happens. I posted images that mirrored popular styles and edited them in ways that blended into my feed. My captions often felt like placeholders rather than reflections of my true thoughts.

		This wasn’t driven by a desire to copy or deceive. It was an attempt to find my place in a fast-moving, noisy world. I believed that fitting in was the key to belonging, that following successful trends would eventually lead to my own success.

		But over time, I noticed something remarkable. Certain images stopped me mid-scroll—not just because they were beautiful, but because they carried a unique fingerprint. I could identify the photographer before I even read their name. These artists had developed a voice so distinctive, so unmistakably theirs, that their work spoke for them.

		It struck me: Could I do the same? Did I even have a voice?

		Breaking Free from Trends

		The realization that my work lacked individuality didn’t come overnight. It was a gradual process, marked by moments of frustration and self-doubt. While mimicking what successful people were doing helped me hone technical skills, it left me feeling disconnected from my work. My photos were aesthetically pleasing but lacked personal meaning.

		One day, while reviewing my gallery, I noticed how interchangeable my images felt. They were polished, clever, and trendy—but they weren’t me. It was a turning point. I began asking myself deeper questions: What is driving my creative passion? What am I using social media for? What do I want my photography to say?

		These questions weren’t easy to answer, but they opened a door I hadn’t realized was there. Slowly, I shifted my focus away from external validation and toward creative authenticity.

		The Voice Behind the Vision

		Finding my voice required more than artistic exploration—it demanded self-reflection. I realized that a photographer’s voice isn’t just about style; it’s about purpose. It’s the story you’re telling, the message you’re sharing, and the emotions you’re hoping to evoke.

		For me, that meant embracing what made my journey unique: growing up amid adversity, navigating displacement, finding comfort in nature and healing in photography. These weren’t just chapters of my life; they became the foundation of my artistic voice.

		Once I started creating with my heart, everything changed. My work became a reflection of my values and passions. It wasn’t just about what I saw through the lens—it was about how I felt, what I believed, and what I wanted others to take away from my images.

		A Mission Worth Sharing

		Finding your voice isn’t easy. It means stepping away from trends, creating work that might not fit the mold, and risking misunderstanding. But the rewards are worth it.

		At the heart of your voice lies your mission—the deeper "why" that fuels your creativity. Your mission gives your voice direction and resonance, helping your work connect with the right people in a meaningful way. When you create with intention, guided by a sense of purpose, your voice becomes more than a signature; it becomes the bridge between your unique perspective and your audience. Not everyone will resonate with your work, and that’s okay. What matters is that the ones who do will connect deeply, drawn not just to your style but to the values and vision your voice represents.

		Listening to Your Own Voice

		As you navigate your creative journey, take a step back from the noise. Stop asking what others are doing and start asking—what do I want to say? What moves me? What story am I uniquely equipped to tell?

		Your voice is already within you. It’s in the moments that have shaped you, the values you hold dear, and the dreams that drive you forward. All you need to do is listen.

		Embracing Your Authenticity

		Social media can feel overwhelming, but it’s also a gift—offering a platform to share our stories, inspire change, and build meaningful connections. The key lies in approaching it with intention, allowing your voice to guide your work rather than chasing fleeting trends.

		For me, finding my voice has been a journey of self-discovery. It hasn’t been easy, but it’s been transformative. When I post a photo today, I know it reflects not just my eye but my heart. True creative fulfillment comes from creating with purpose and embracing the unique perspective only you can offer.

		Finding your voice isn’t about perfection—it’s about authenticity. When you stay true to your creative vision, you not only inspire others but also cultivate a deeper connection with yourself and your craft.

		As we move forward, we’ll explore how intentional habits can help us navigate social media as a tool for growth, ensuring it uplifts rather than distracts.





		12: Overcoming Social Media Addiction: Reclaiming Creativity		Recognizing the Addiction

		There was a moment when I realized I was spending more time scrolling than creating. What began as a way to share my photography and connect with others had quietly taken over my time and focus. I’d pick up my phone for a quick check, only to lose hours scrolling through feeds. The worst part? My creativity suffered. The time I could have spent planning shots or editing photos was being swallowed by endless consumption.

		Photography has always been my escape, a way to find peace and express myself. But the constant cycle of posting, scrolling, and comparing turned it into something else: a chore. The joy I once found in my craft was overshadowed by the pressure to stay visible and relevant.

		Quitting social media wasn’t an option—I valued the connections and opportunities it provided. What I needed was balance.

		Why Social Media Feels Addictive

		Social media platforms are designed to keep us engaged, using tools like endless scrolling and instant notifications to tap into our brain’s reward system. Each like, comment, or follow triggers a release of dopamine, creating a cycle of short-lived gratification.

		For creatives, this cycle can feel especially draining:

		• Pressure to Perform: Every post can feel like a performance, creating anxiety around likes and engagement.

		• Time Drain: Hours spent scrolling leave less time for the actual creative process.

		• Creative Fatigue: Consuming an endless stream of content can leave us uninspired and disconnected from our own vision.

		I experienced all of these. Social media, which had once been a platform for connection and inspiration, had become a trap. Recognizing this was the first step toward reclaiming control.

		The Turning Point: Finding My Balance

		I needed a framework to help me prioritize creativity without losing the benefits of social media. That’s when I developed the 90-10 Method. It’s not a one-size-fits-all solution, but it worked for me.

		Here’s how it looks in practice:

		• 90% of my time and energy goes into creating: This includes planning shoots, capturing images, editing, and reflecting on my creative journey.

		• 10% is reserved for social media: This time is spent posting, engaging with the community, and sharing my work thoughtfully.

		For example, during a road trip with my wife, the majority of our day might be spent exploring and shooting. That creative immersion allows me to fully enjoy the process. Only later do I dedicate time to social media—sharing the highlights and engaging with the community.

		This approach helped me rediscover the joy of photography while still maintaining a meaningful online presence.

		Creating Your Own Balance

		The 90-10 Method isn’t a rulebook—it’s just one way to find balance. Your journey might look different, but the goal remains the same: protect your creativity. Here are some strategies to consider:

		• Use Time-Tracking Tools: Platforms like VERO offer built-in timers to track your daily usage. Use this data to reflect on whether your time aligns with your goals.

		• Prioritize Creation Over Consumption: Before opening social media, commit to a creative task—whether that’s brainstorming, shooting, or editing.

		• Batch Your Tasks: Dedicate specific blocks of time to posting and responding to comments. This reduces the urge to check your phone constantly.

		• Set Clear Intentions: Ask yourself: What role does social media play in my creative process? Tailor your habits to support that role without letting it take over.

		Finding balance isn’t about rigid rules; it’s about creating a system that supports your growth and well-being.

		A Balanced Perspective

		Platforms like VERO True Social made it easier for me to stick to my boundaries. With its chronological feed, absence of ads, and built-in time trackers, it fostered mindful engagement. Sharing my work felt less like a competition and more like a celebration.

		This shift transformed my relationship with social media. I became more productive, focused, and inspired. My creative process took center stage again, and the interactions I had online became more genuine and fulfilling.

		Social Media as a Tool, Not a Trap

		With intentional habits and boundaries, you can transform social media into a tool that enhances your creativity rather than stifling it. By protecting your craft, focusing on what matters, and reclaiming your joy, you can use these platforms to inspire and connect without losing yourself in the process.

		In the next chapter, we’ll explore how moving beyond numbers and cultivating meaningful connections can enrich not just our creative journeys but also our communities—online and beyond.





		13: Rules vs. Principles: A Creative Approach		A Life Shaped by Principles

		Growing up, I was taught to respect rules—whether political, religious, or cultural. They provided structure and order, guiding daily life and interactions. Yet, alongside this respect for rules, I was also introduced to a deeper truth: principles stand above rules. They serve as an internal compass, offering direction even when rules are unclear or when no one is present to enforce them. Principles empower us to do what is right, not because we are obligated to, but because we recognize their deeper value.

		One of the earliest principles I embraced was neutrality. It wasn’t just a passive stance but an active decision that protected me through turbulent times. My commitment to neutrality proved invaluable during two defining moments—one when I was taken hostage, and another when I survived a kidnapping attempt. Sadly, I witnessed many of my peers suffer tragic fates for taking sides in the conflict. Through these experiences, I understood that principles provided protection and a strong sense of self, even in the most uncertain situations.

		This deep appreciation for principles has shaped every part of my life—from creativity to relationships, social media practices, and photography. Principles have offered stability and resilience where rigid rules might have failed.

		Rules or Principles?

		Rules provide structure, acting as a foundation when we embark on something new. In the early stages of learning, rules act like training wheels, helping us avoid mistakes and develop confidence. However, their rigid nature can sometimes limit flexibility and stifle creative expression, making it difficult to adapt to unique circumstances.

		So, I’ve learned to see them as starting points—guidelines that serve their purpose but should not define the entire creative journey.

		On the other hand, principles are timeless and adaptable. They transcend circumstances and provide a foundation rooted in core values. Consider the analogy of driving: speed limits vary based on conditions, but the underlying principle of safe driving—respect for life and awareness of surroundings—remains constant, guiding our actions even in the absence of clear rules.

		Applying this mindset to all aspects of my life, including my creative outlets, has allowed me to stay aligned with my values while embracing flexibility.

		Principles in Social Media

		Social media often comes with a prescribed set of rules—post at peak times, use specific hashtags, and maintain a consistent theme. While these strategies can provide structure, they can also make the experience feel mechanical and devoid of genuine connection.

		Adopting a principle-driven approach transformed how I engage with social media. Rather than focusing on algorithms, I prioritize intentionality in my posts, ensuring they align with my values and resonate with my audience. Authenticity is at the heart of this approach, guiding me to share work that reflects who I truly am rather than what trends dictate.

		Balancing creation with engagement is another guiding principle. While social media is an essential tool for sharing, I’ve learned the importance of dedicating more time to creating meaningful content than consuming it. This balance allows social media to complement my creativity rather than overshadow it.

		Meaningful connections take precedence over surface-level interactions. Engaging with my audience thoughtfully, responding with genuine interest, and fostering discussions that go beyond likes and comments have enriched my social media experience. It’s no longer just about visibility but about building relationships that inspire and uplift.

		Principles in Photography

		When I first picked up a camera, I leaned heavily on rules: the rule of thirds, golden hour lighting, and avoiding overexposure. These guidelines were crucial in building my technical skills and confidence. However, over time, I realized that true mastery of photography isn’t just about following rules—it’s about embracing principles that can guide us even when the rules are unclear or nonexistent.

		Here are some key principles that have shaped my journey and can help any photographer approach their craft with greater purpose and responsibility:

		Respect for Your Subject

		Whether photographing people, wildlife, or landscapes, approach with care and integrity. Thoughtfulness in composition and interaction ensures that subjects are represented truthfully and with dignity.

		This responsibility extends to respecting the privacy of others, particularly in the age of drone photography, where while drones offer incredible new perspectives, their misuse can invade personal space, disturb wildlife, and violate regulations.

		Respect for Nature

		With the rise of social media-driven photography, many natural spaces have suffered—littered trails, damaged ecosystems, and new, destructive paths carved by foot traffic. As photographers, we have a responsibility to leave no trace, preserving the beauty we capture for generations to come.

		Respect for Life

		No photograph is worth risking your life or that of others. Sadly, in the pursuit of likes and validation, many have pushed boundaries too far—scaling dangerous heights, venturing into unsafe areas, or endangering wildlife. Always prioritize well-being and ethical responsibility over the perfect shot.

		Principles Redefined My Path

		As my journey evolved, the transition from rule-following to principle-guided living became a natural shift. Principles provided the flexibility to adapt while keeping me grounded in my values, shaping not only my creative work but also my personal relationships and social media presence.

		Embracing principles allowed me to find balance, stay true to my creative instincts, and build meaningful connections without feeling confined by external expectations.

		The Verdict: Principles Over Rules

		True growth comes from understanding when to move beyond rules and embrace principles that empower us to adapt and innovate.

		As you reflect on your creative journey, consider these questions:

		• Are you driven by rules or guided by principles?

		• How can you adapt rules to align with your goals instead of feeling constrained by them?

		• What principles can you embrace to stay true to your values?

		By choosing principles over rules, we unlock the freedom to create authentically and live with intention.

		In the next chapter, we’ll explore how moving beyond numbers and cultivating meaningful connections can enrich not just our creative journeys but also our communities—online and offline.





		14: Building an Engaging Community		What is Community?

		Humans are inherently social beings, wired to thrive within communities. In the real world, we build these connections gradually—in school, at work, in the neighborhood, or through shared interests. Over time, these relationships deepen, in some cases evolving into lifelong bonds.

		Social media, however, has redefined this process. Instead of focusing on steadily building friendships, it often prioritizes the accumulation of followers. This chapter explores how we can move beyond the “numbers” mindset to build authentic, engaging communities—ones that mirror the depth of real-life relationships in the digital space.

		From Followers to Community

		The term “follower” dominates social media, but at its essence, it implies a hierarchy. Historically, followers have adhered to political or religious leaders in a one-sided dynamic. In contrast, a community thrives on mutual exchange—ideas, support and inspiration flow freely between members.

		When we shift our focus from gaining followers, we move away from transactional relationships and create safe spaces for connections to grow.

		To foster community online, we must prioritize meaningful engagement. Imagine walking into a room with 20 people. You don’t expect everyone to become your best friend, especially not instantly. You don’t aim to impress everyone; instead, you find someone who resonates with you and start a conversation. You discover shared interests and build trust over time.

		Captions, as discussed previously, play a crucial role in this process. A captivating image may grab attention, but a thoughtful caption sparks dialogue. When I began asking questions in my posts, I noticed a shift. Comments evolved from simple “beautiful” or “amazing” to meaningful reflections and shared stories.

		For example, instead of just saying, “This path looks serene,” I might ask, “Where is the place you go to find peace?” By doing so, I invite others to share their experiences, transforming a static post into a dynamic conversation.

		The key is to approach social media interactions with the same intentionality we bring to real-life conversations.

		Participating Before Leading

		Not everyone starts as a builder, and that’s okay. Just as in real life, where some people initiate conversations and others contribute meaningfully, the same applies online.

		The first step to building your own community is often participating in others’. Join groups or platforms where you feel at home, comment thoughtfully and support others’ work. Genuine engagement lays the foundation for trust and connection, which are the building blocks of any thriving community.

		VERO: A Model for Authentic Connection

		The kind of community I strive to build is one I’ve found exemplified on VERO. Unlike platforms driven by algorithms and follower counts, VERO fosters an environment that feels more like real life.

		On VERO, I share not just my photography but also my favourite books, films and music—things that reflect who I am beyond my craft. It mirrors the way we share interests with friends in real life, creating opportunities for deeper connections.

		One of my favourite features on VERO is the ability to categorize connections—acquaintances, friends or close friends—and choose what to share with whom. This approach aligns with the natural dynamics of real-life relationships, making the platform a space where community thrives over competition.

		Celebrating Others: The Power of Introductions

		One of the most rewarding ways to build community is by celebrating others. On VERO, I began using the introduction feature to highlight talented photographers and creators within my network.

		These introductions weren’t just about showcasing someone’s work—they were a way to say, “This person matters. Let’s all appreciate what they bring to the table.” By lifting others, I strengthened the bonds within my community and reinforced the idea that social media is most powerful when it is collaborative rather than competitive.

		Redefining Community Online

		Social media offers a unique opportunity to build communities that transcend borders and cultures. But to make the most of this potential, we must approach it with intention.

		By shifting our focus from followers to community, engaging authentically and celebrating others, we can create spaces that reflect the richness of real-life relationships. Platforms like VERO remind us that social media isn’t about numbers—it’s about connection. As we build these communities, another balance emerges: the balance between openness and privacy. In the next chapter, we’ll explore how to share meaningfully while protecting the parts of our lives that matter most.





		15: The Balance of Sharing and Privacy		Walking the Line Between Connection and Protection

		Social media has revolutionized how we connect with the world, offering a platform to share our stories, art and reflections. For me, it’s been both a window into my creative soul and a mirror reflecting my vulnerabilities. Sharing my work has brought immense joy, but over time, I’ve wrestled with a persistent question: how much of myself should I reveal to the world?

		This chapter explores the delicate balance between openness and safeguarding the parts of life that matter most. It’s about finding the sweet spot that allows for genuine connection while preserving personal boundaries.

		The Allure of Sharing

		The beauty of social media lies in its power to connect us through shared stories. Early on, I found this exhilarating. Sharing my photography wasn’t just about showcasing my work—it was about inviting others into my world.

		But with every post came a small surrender of privacy. Strangers began to know details about me that I wished I’d kept to myself. While openness fostered connection, it also left me questioning how much I could truly share without compromising my peace.

		The Costs of Over-Sharing

		Sharing too much on social media comes with its own set of challenges:

		• Emotional Costs: Vulnerability invites connection, but it also opens the door to misunderstanding. I recall moments when deeply personal reflections were met with unexpected criticism. While many responses were kind, a few made me second-guess the value of my openness.

		• Practical Risks: Revealing details about my locations or plans posed safety risks in today’s hyper-connected world. Every post adds to our digital footprint, and I realized that some things are better left unshared.

		These moments forced me to reflect—am I sharing to connect or simply out of compulsion?

		My Boundaries

		The turning point for me came when I realized the importance of setting boundaries—not as a way to shut people out, but as a way to protect my well-being and preserve what mattered most.

		Over time, I found ways to navigate the balance between openness and privacy in a way that felt true to me. I began to pause before posting, giving myself a moment to reflect. If I was posting for validation or out of frustration, I held back. But when my intention was to connect, inspire or celebrate something meaningful, I shared without hesitation.

		I’ve also learned the importance of considering how my posts might impact friends, collaborators or even strangers in the background of my photos.

		I became more intentional about who I shared with. Some stories felt too personal for a public audience but were more suited for smaller, trusted circles.

		Respecting my own and other people’s boundaries has become a cornerstone of my social media practice.

		Vulnerability as a Strength

		One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned is that vulnerability doesn’t mean overexposure. Setting boundaries has made my moments of openness more impactful. When I share with intention, the connections I create feel deeper and more genuine. True vulnerability is about choosing what to share and doing so with purpose. It’s a gift, not an obligation.

		I realized I didn’t need to expose every detail of a challenge to share its impact. Instead of recounting every painful experience, I could focus on the lessons it taught me. Vulnerability, for me, became less about baring everything and more about sharing meaningfully.

		Finding Your Own Balance

		Balancing sharing and privacy is deeply personal. It’s not about rigid rules but about reflecting on what feels sacred and worth protecting. To guide your journey, ask yourself:

		• What do I hope to achieve through sharing?

		• What parts of my life feel too private to share?

		• How can I stay authentic while maintaining boundaries?

		Platforms like VERO make this easier, offering tools that allow intentional sharing and control over visibility, allowing me to share what feels right while preserving what matters most.

		Protecting What Matters Most

		Striking the right balance between sharing and privacy is a personal journey. For me, it’s about honouring my need to connect and my need to protect what matters most.

		By setting boundaries, sharing with intention and respecting others’ privacy, social media can be a platform for meaningful connection, reflection and growth.

		But even the most balanced approach requires moments of pause. Sometimes, stepping back is essential for breaking through the plateaus that stifle our creativity. In the next chapter, we’ll dive into those inevitable moments when inspiration feels out of reach, exploring how to rediscover the joy that drives our craft.





		16: Breaking Through Creative Plateaus		When Creativity Stalls

		A “creative plateau”—also known as a creative block or slump—is a period where creativity seems stagnant, and generating new ideas feels like an uphill battle. These plateaus aren’t unique to creative pursuits; they’re a part of life. Long before photography became a passion, I faced times when progress seemed to stall, and plans didn’t move forward. Whether it was career goals, personal growth or simply finding a path in life, these moments felt frustrating and disorientating.

		But I’ve come to realize that plateaus—both in life and creativity—aren’t failures. They’re natural pauses in the process of growth. With time and reflection, these moments become opportunities to recalibrate and discover new possibilities. Over the years, I’ve developed strategies—both practical and emotional—that have helped me navigate these moments and emerge with a renewed sense of purpose.

		Lessons From My Journey: 5 Strategies to Combat Creative Plateaus

		1. Experiment With New Things

		After returning from Iceland—a place I had dreamed of visiting for years—I found myself creatively blocked. The awe-inspiring landscapes I had captured felt impossible to replicate, leaving me uninspired by anything else.

		That’s when I decided to try something new. I invested in a macro lens and began exploring the intricate details of everyday life. Experimenting with this genre opened a new world of possibilities, helping me rediscover the joy of creation.

		When you feel stuck, step outside your usual creative routine. Experimenting with a new technique, style or tool can unlock inspiration where you least expect it.

		2. Revisit Old Work

		Your past work can be a source of inspiration, offering a window into your creative evolution. I often dive into my archives during plateaus, flipping through images I haven’t thought about in years.

		One time, I stumbled upon a night street photo I captured in downtown Montreal. At the time, it didn’t feel significant. But years later, seeing it with fresh eyes sparked an idea for a new series exploring street photography. Revisiting old work reminds us of the journey we’ve taken and can uncover a new perspective.

		3. Limit Social Media to Reclaim Focus

		Social media can be inspiring, but too much consumption often leads to comparison rather than creativity. I found that limiting screen time helped me regain focus.

		To find balance, I began setting boundaries. I prioritized creating over consuming. By limiting my time online, I created the mental space needed to reconnect with my own voice and reignite my creativity.

		4. Embrace Imperfection

		Perfectionism has often been my biggest obstacle during plateaus. The pressure to create flawless work can be paralyzing, making it hard to start anything at all.

		To combat this, I’ve learned to embrace imperfection. Once, I challenged myself to take as many photos as possible within ten minutes, focusing on experimentation rather than results. The exercise freed me from overthinking and reminded me of the joy that comes from simply creating.

		Letting go of perfection allows you to experiment and take risks. Often, the most surprising and meaningful work comes from moments when we allow ourselves to play.

		5. Collaborate or Connect With Others

		Creativity often thrives in connection. When I’ve felt stuck, I’ve reached out to other creators—whether through collaborations or simply by engaging in conversations about their work. Collaborating with creators of different styles has inspired me to push boundaries and try new approaches. Seeing the world through someone else’s eyes often reignites my own vision.

		Once, I joined a virtual creative challenge where participants submitted work based on daily themes. Seeing how others interpreted the same prompt pushed me to look at my own surroundings with fresh eyes—sparking ideas I wouldn’t have discovered on my own.

		Finding Creativity in the Everyday

		One of the most important lessons I’ve learned is that creativity doesn’t always come from grand projects or exotic locations. Some of my favourite photos were taken during quiet, unplanned moments.

		I remember sitting at home one day, feeling uninspired, when my cat began playing with a set of dice. Something about her curiosity struck me and I grabbed my camera. The resulting photo wasn’t perfect, but it was a reminder that creativity is often found in the mundane. It’s about being present enough to notice the beauty in everyday life.

		Embracing the Plateau

		When I find myself in a plateau, I return to my why. Why did I start creating? What message do I want my work to convey?

		Photography, for me, has always been about connection—connecting with nature, with others, and with myself. When I focus on that purpose, the pressure to produce fades, and the joy of creating returns.

		A creative plateau isn’t a dead end—it’s a pause, an opportunity to reflect, recalibrate, and grow. Though frustrating, these moments are often necessary for artistic and personal evolution.

		Each time I’ve broken through a plateau, I’ve gained a deeper understanding of myself—and my craft. My most meaningful breakthroughs have come not from pushing harder but from allowing space to realign with what truly inspires me.

		If you’re feeling stuck, slow down, explore new perspectives, and trust that creativity will return. The stillness can be valuable. It’s an invitation to listen, learn, and rediscover the passion that first led you to create.

		Sometimes, finding that joy requires stepping back, not just from your art but from the distractions around you. In the next chapter, we’ll explore the power of taking breaks—intentional pauses that refresh creativity, rekindle inspiration, and remind us why we began this journey in the first place.





		17: The Seasons of Creativity		Creativity as a Changing Landscape

		Growing up in Lebanon, I experienced the beauty of four distinct seasons, each leaving its mark not just on the landscape but on daily life. Unlike places where the climate remains constant, Lebanon moves through cycles of stillness, transition, renewal and growth—a rhythm that deeply influenced my perspective on creativity.

		However, during much of my youth, the civil war in Lebanon was ever-present, adding an unpredictable layer. Our ability to fully embrace the changing seasons often depended on the circumstances—whether it was safe enough to gather, travel, or simply enjoy the outdoors. Yet, in between the instability, moments of normalcy emerged, and the rhythm of nature continued.

		Just as nature moves through seasons, so does the creative journey. Yet, modern culture expects constant productivity, as if we should always be in the “summer” of our work—thriving, producing, achieving. But creativity doesn’t work that way. It has its own seasons, each serving a purpose, whether we embrace it or resist it.

		As I reflect on my own path, I see how these seasons have shaped my work as a photographer and creator. Each has taught me a lesson—about inspiration, discipline, letting go, and even the power of stillness. This chapter is an exploration of those lessons, told through the lens of my Lebanese childhood, my creative evolution, and the ever-changing rhythm of art and life.

		Spring: Renewal & Inspiration

		Spring in Lebanon is a celebration of rebirth. After months of cold, the mountains burst with wildflowers, almond blossoms, and green valleys that stretch between them. The air carries a freshness, a scent of new beginnings. As a child, I loved this season because everything felt alive again.

		With that renewal came boundless creativity. Spring awakened my imagination in ways I didn’t fully understand at the time. Even at a young age, I wrote poetry, inspired by the changing landscape. It was also the season of soccer, when my friends and I would play for hours in open fields—as circumstances allowed.

		Looking back, those months held my earliest experiences with the creative flow—a state where everything else faded, and I was fully immersed in the moment.

		Just like nature, ideas in their early stages are fragile. Not every seed grows into something strong. I’ve learned that creativity in spring is about nurturing ideas without overwhelming them. The mistake many make—including myself—is rushing to execute without allowing the idea to develop. Creativity needs space to breathe.

		• Allow inspiration to germinate before demanding results.

		• Document ideas without forcing them to be fully formed.

		• Protect your creative energy—not every idea needs to be pursued at once.

		Summer: Growth & Mastery

		Summer in Lebanon is golden rays, long days, and deep blue seas. It’s when the country comes alive with festivals, weddings, and celebrations. City people pack up their suitcases and head to their summer homes in the villages. As a child, summer meant endless adventures, hours spent exploring, and a profound sense of freedom. Some of my fondest memories are of afternoons spent swimming in the Mediterranean, the salty breeze and the cool water offered the perfect escape from the heat. Those swims were moments of pure joy, a feeling I still chase today.

		Creatively, summer is the season of growth. It’s when you refine your craft, when discipline and hard work push inspiration into reality. For me, summer was when photography became more than a hobby—when I committed to learning, improving, and making it an integral part of my life.

		Mastery isn’t just about talent; it’s about dedication. During this stage, I devoured everything I could about photography—experimenting and failing on repeat. I learned that growth happens not in bursts of inspiration but in the consistent effort to improve, even when motivation fades. It was during these summers that I understood the importance of repetition, patience, and pushing through creative challenges.

		• Commit to growth, but understand that mastery takes time.

		• Push yourself to improve, but don’t rush the process.

		• Accept that progress is gradual, and consistency matters more than bursts of inspiration.

		Autumn: Reflection & Letting Go

		Autumn in Lebanon is a beautiful mosaic of colour and nostalgia. The intense heat fades, the leaves turn golden and red in places like the Chouf mountains, and the harvest begins.

		Autumn meant weekend trips to the mountains. My family would escape the hectic city, driving into the hills where the air was crisp and the valleys smelled of freshly harvested apples and olives. Family picnics became a ritual, bringing people together to share food, laughter, and warmth before winter arrived.

		Creatively, autumn is the season of editing, refining and letting go. It’s when you step back and assess your work, deciding what stays and what must be left behind. Just as trees shed their leaves to prepare for winter, we too must let go of what no longer serves us.

		• Review your work with honesty—what aligns with your vision? What doesn’t?

		• Let go of creative baggage—unfinished projects, outdated ideas, unnecessary perfectionism.

		• See endings as preparation for the next phase, not failure.

		Winter: Pause & Recharge

		Winter in Lebanon was always my least favorite season. The mountains turned white, the air became damp and the days felt endlessly gray. While some saw beauty in the snow-capped peaks, I struggled with the cold, the stillness, and the lack of activity. It felt like life had stopped.

		Now, living in Canada, I find winter even harder. The snow is relentless, the cold is harsher, and the season stretches far longer than I ever knew growing up. I still hate winter, and yet, I’ve come to understand its purpose.

		I used to fear moments of creative stillness, mistaking them for failure. If I wasn’t producing, I felt lost. But I’ve since learned that winter isn’t the death of creativity but rather its hidden preparation.

		Creativity needs rest and renewal. Some of the biggest breakthroughs come after stepping away. Whether it’s a week without social media, a trip with no camera, or simply giving yourself permission to stop thinking about photography—it’s always in those quiet, winter-like moments that new ideas take root.

		Winter is uncomfortable, but it’s necessary. Without this pause, there is no spring.

		• Don’t fear creative stillness—it’s where ideas recharge.

		• Step away before burnout forces you to.

		• Trust that the next season is coming, even if you can’t see it yet.

		The Rhythm of Creativity

		Creativity is a cycle. There is a time for inspiration, a time for deep work, a time for reflection, and a time for pause. By honouring its natural flow and embracing each stage, we open ourselves to its full potential.





		In the next chapter, we’ll explore how embracing growth—without discarding the lessons of the past—allows us to carry our creativity forward with wisdom and intention.

		18: Transcend and Include: Embracing Every Chapter		Growth Is Not Linear

		Growth rarely follows a straight line. Instead, it’s a journey marked by messy beginnings, hard-earned progress and unexpected breakthroughs. We often look back at earlier phases of our journey with regret or embarrassment, wishing we had known better or been further along.

		But what if every step—every misstep—was not only necessary but valuable?

		The phrase transcend and include has been a guiding principle for me. Just as nature builds upon itself, like rings within a tree trunk, we too are shaped by everything we have experienced and we carry forward lessons and truths from each stage of life.

		This chapter invites you to embrace every phase of your journey, recognizing that each one has contributed to the person, the artist and the storyteller you are today.

		Lessons from the Early Stages

		When I think about my early days in photography, I remember the excitement of discovering something new—a creative spark I didn’t even know I had. Armed with a basic camera and endless enthusiasm, I photographed everything—from flowers in nearby parks to sunsets on family trips. Looking back, many of those photos now make me cringe. The composition was off, the lighting uneven, and I overedited to compensate for my lack of skill.

		Those early photos became my foundation, teaching me to experiment, fail and see the world with fresh eyes. Had I dismissed those beginnings, I wouldn’t have the perspective I do now. Each clumsy attempt held within it the seeds of growth. Mastery starts with curiosity.

		The Butterfly Metamorphosis: Growth Takes Time

		Metamorphosis requires time, patience and endurance. The caterpillar doesn’t rush the process. Inside the cocoon—a seemingly still phase—a profound transformation takes place. If we cut the cocoon open too soon, the butterfly’s wings won’t be strong enough to fly.

		The struggle to emerge from the cocoon is essential. As the butterfly pushes against the walls, it strengthens its wings, building the endurance needed for flight.

		The same is true for us: growth cannot be rushed. The challenging moments—the times we feel confined or stuck—are often where our strength is forged. Trusting the process, even the uncomfortable stages, allows transformation to unfold as it must.

		The Value of Missteps

		One of the hardest lessons to learn is that mistakes are not failures; they are stepping stones. Growing up in a war-torn country, mistakes often carried serious consequences, and survival meant avoiding them at all costs.

		But in the world of art, I had to unlearn this fear. Mistakes here aren’t life-threatening; they are catalysts for discovery and creative growth.

		I recall one long-exposure sunset shoot I had carefully planned. Upon arriving, I realized I’d forgotten a key piece of equipment: my tripod. Frustrated, I almost gave up. But as I stood there, I noticed the simplicity of the scene around me—the golden light, the stillness of the moment. I ended up capturing one of my favourite photos that day with just my phone.

		That “mistake” taught me adaptability and the value of imperfection. Every misstep contains the potential for growth if we’re willing to learn from it.

		The Power of Integration

		When we grow, it’s tempting to shed the parts of ourselves that feel unfinished or imperfect. We think we need to leave our past selves behind in order to move forward.

		The years I spent as a refugee in Greece were filled with challenges I wouldn’t wish on anyone. But they were also the years that taught me resilience, resourcefulness and gratitude. Those experiences shaped my character in ways that still serve me today.

		The same is true for my creative journey. I don’t hide my early work—I honour it. I don’t dismiss the tools I’ve outgrown; I remember how they helped me develop. Every stage of growth builds upon the one before it, creating a mosaic of experiences that make us whole.

		Social Media and the Illusion of Arrival

		Social media often tricks us into thinking there’s a finish line—a moment when we’ve “made it.” Curated feeds and endless comparisons create the illusion that everyone else is ahead, leaving us to question our own progress.

		But here’s the truth: there is no finish line. Growth is a lifelong process. Every time I reach a milestone—whether it’s mastering a new technique, gaining recognition for my work or finding peace in my creative process—I realize there’s always more to learn, explore and create.

		Social media can amplify our journey, but it doesn’t define it. When I stopped chasing perfection and started embracing my ongoing evolution, I found joy in the process rather than the outcome.

		Embracing Growth in Every Chapter

		Each stage of life and creativity has its own wisdom to offer:

		• Beginnings teach us curiosity and courage.

		• Plateaus teach us patience and persistence.

		• Breakthroughs teach us gratitude and humility.

		Just like the butterfly, our transformation requires time, struggle and patience. The challenges we push through today are strengthening the wings we’ll need tomorrow. When we transcend where we’ve been, we don’t leave our mistakes behind—we carry the lessons with us.

		So, wherever you are on your path, know this: you don’t have to be perfect to grow, and you don’t have to have it all figured out to move forward. Just take the next step and trust that every chapter is shaping you into the person you’re meant to be.

		As we approach the exploration of fulfillment and the milestones that shape us, let’s consider how our dreams and aspirations—whether achieved or deferred—play a role in our creative evolution. In the next chapter, we’ll dive into the idea of finding meaning in the pursuit, and sometimes the unexpected arrival, of our dreams.





		19: Finding Fulfillment in Our Journey		The Power of a Bucket List

		For many photographers, a bucket list is like a map of aspirations that fuels creativity and keeps us dreaming. These lists often feature iconic destinations like Antarctica or extraordinary experiences like capturing the Northern Lights or swimming with the orcas—something I’ve long dreamed of. Social media amplifies these dreams, showcasing awe-inspiring landscapes, wildlife and fleeting moments that push us to expand our creative horizons.

		But while bucket lists inspire us, they can also create pressure, making us feel like our worth as creators depends on checking off one dream after another. For years, Iceland sat at the top of my list—a place I believed I needed to visit to truly call myself a photographer. Over time, however, I learned that fulfillment isn’t about checking off goals. It’s found in the process, the growth and the small, unexpected victories along the way.

		A Dream Fulfilled: Exploring the Magic of Iceland

		When I first set foot in Iceland, it felt like stepping into a dream years in the making. Driving along the Ring Road, I was immersed in an endless array of breathtaking landscapes. Each turn revealed something extraordinary: towering waterfalls tumbling down jagged cliffs, black sand beaches stretching to the horizon and glaciers standing as ancient sentinels of time. Iceland’s dramatic beauty was unlike anything I had ever experienced.

		Standing before Skógafoss, with its thunderous roar filling the air and mist rising all around me, I felt both humbled and connected. The sheer power and magnitude of the waterfall were awe-inspiring, but what struck me even more was the sense of harmony between the land and its natural forces. In that moment, I wasn’t just capturing the scene with my camera—I was fully present in it.

		One early morning, I arrived at Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon, the sun still low in the sky, casting a golden light across the icy waters. The lagoon was still, its surface mirroring the floating icebergs silently. The air was crisp, carrying the faint chill of the glacier. As I stood there, I noticed how the light played across the ice, illuminating its intricate textures and deep, translucent blues. The scene felt otherworldly, as if time had paused to allow me to absorb every detail. The gentle creaks and groans of the ice shifting were the only sounds, grounding me in the enormity of the moment.

		Each stop along the journey revealed something new—vast moss-covered fields glowing against muted skies, rugged coastlines sculpted by the elements and the ever-changing light painting the land in shifting tones and textures. Iceland didn’t just meet my expectations; it redefined them. Every scene held a lesson in patience, presence and the power of nature’s artistry.

		For so long, I had believed that photographing Iceland would be the pinnacle of my artistic journey. But as I spent the next few days exploring, I found myself reflecting on the path that had led me there: the years of dreaming, the creative growth and the lessons learned along the way. Iceland was a dream fulfilled, but its true significance was rooted in the journey that had prepared me for it.

		When Dreams Find You

		Sometimes, the dreams we chase have a way of finding us when we least expect them. Photographing the Northern Lights had always been one of those elusive goals—something I thought I might never achieve.

		During my August trip to Iceland, the Midnight Sun kept the skies too bright to see the aurora. I left with a sense of acceptance, thinking that perhaps it wasn’t meant to be. But in May 2024, a rare solar event brought the Northern Lights far beyond their usual range. That night, as dazzling greens and purples danced over Montreal’s skies, I stood in awe just steps from home.

		Capturing that moment felt like a profound gift. It taught me that sometimes, we don’t have to chase our dreams—they find us when the timing is right. What I thought I had missed carried even deeper meaning because it happened where I least expected it.

		Fulfilment in the Everyday

		Reflecting on these moments, I’ve come to realize that fulfillment isn’t confined to grand destinations or achievements. While Iceland and the Northern Lights were profound, some of my most cherished photos were taken much closer to home.

		One example is a tiny plant I photographed while visiting my daughter. At first glance, it seemed ordinary. But with my macro lens, I discovered layers of colour and detail hidden within its delicate structure. That simple shot turned into one of my favourite photos, a lesson in appreciating the beauty in what we often overlook.

		Photography is about finding wonder in the ordinary—like a bird on a branch, dawn’s soft light, or a bee hovering over a flower. These small moments ground us. They remind us to appreciate what’s already around us instead of constantly chasing what lies ahead.

		It’s About the Journey

		Dreams push us forward, giving us something to strive for. But they don’t define us. What shapes us are the roads we take, the patience we develop, and the gratitude we gain along the way. While I still have destinations on my bucket list, I’ve learned I don’t need to fulfill those dreams to feel fulfilled.

		This entire book, this exploration of creativity, social media and photography, has been more than a creative pursuit for me. It’s been a beautiful chapter in my personal story of healing.

		Fulfillment isn’t about reaching a destination—it’s about finding meaning in the journey.

		And, as I’ve come to learn, the same goes for healing.





		20: Lessons from the Cedars		The Tree That Reflected My Own Journey

		It was 2015, and I found myself standing before an ancient cedar tree in the Cedars of God forest in northern Lebanon. I had been here maybe once or twice as a teenager, but now, after more than 25 years away from Lebanon, this visit felt different.

		I had left Lebanon feeling broken, carrying the weight of war, fear and uncertainty. At the time, I had promised myself I wouldn’t return. But nostalgia, and maybe something deeper, had drawn me back. Staring at this massive, beautiful, weathered tree, I saw something unexpected. I saw a reflection of my own journey.

		For years, I believed healing meant returning to the way things were before the pain, as if time could be reversed. But this cedar was 5,000 years old. It was shaped by time. And it continued to stand strong, not despite its hardships but because of them. Healing was not about erasing the past. Healing was—healing is continuous transformation. It is about integrating every experience—the struggles and the triumphs—into who we become.

		I had endured, and because of that, I became the person I am.

		The cedar became a symbol for me of what it means to heal, not by forgetting, but by embracing the journey.

		Endurance: Weathering the Storms

		I once read a definition of endurance that left a deep impact on me:

		“It is the spirit which can bear things, not simply with resignation, but with blazing hope… It is the quality which keeps a man on his feet with his face to the wind. It is the virtue which can transmute the hardest trial into glory because beyond the pain it sees the goal.”

		As I stood before the ancient cedar, I saw this definition come to life—not just in the tree, but in myself. For over 5,000 years, the cedar has endured bitter winters, scorching summers, and violent storms. It has survived wars, deforestation, and the greed of men who sought to cut it down for profit. And yet, it stood—not bowed by its trials, but shaped by them, its branches reaching skyward in defiance.

		I knew what it meant to stand against forces beyond my control. I grew up in a country where survival was uncertain. There were moments when despair threatened to take hold, when surrender seemed easier than continuing forward.

		But like the cedar, I learned to hold my ground when the winds of uncertainty raged around me. I bent, but I did not break. Each challenge could have uprooted me, but instead, they became part of my foundation.

		Endurance is not passive; it is not simply waiting for the storm to pass. It is standing firm in the midst of it, believing that beyond the pain, something greater awaits. The cedar does not endure for survival alone—it endures to grow. And so do we.

		But endurance alone is not enough. Surviving the storm is only the first step. True healing begins when we learn how to rebuild. That is where resilience comes in.

		Resilience: Strength from Within

		If endurance is about weathering external storms, resilience is about fighting an internal war. A tree does not fall only because of strong winds; it weakens from within when it can no longer resist disease, decay, or slow erosion.

		The cedar’s resilience comes from natural defenses that protect it against silent threats. Its resin acts as a shield, repelling harmful insects and preventing rot. Its dense wood resists decay, and its deep roots anchor it against erosion. It does not merely withstand harsh conditions; it fortifies itself from the inside out, ensuring that no external force can take hold without first breaking its core.

		Much like the cedar, I have faced struggles that were not visible from the outside—battles with self-doubt, negativity and despair. Personal hardships and the weight of past wounds could have left me bitter, hollow, or lost in resentment. At times, I felt as though my past might consume me, that the damage done would never fully heal. But instead, I had to cultivate my own form of resilience, strengthening myself from within. I had to develop my own “resin”—a defense against the corrosive forces of fear, doubt, and anger.

		Instead of letting hardships erode me, I used them to reinforce my core values and deepen my self-awareness. I sought meaning in adversity. I reminded myself of what I had already survived. I found strength in routine, in the discipline of moving forward even when it felt impossible. Writing provided clarity; photography helped me see beauty amid pain.

		I knew that if I let self-pity take root, it would hollow me out from the inside. So instead of dwelling on what was lost, I focused on what I could build. I engaged in community work, using my experiences to connect with others who had faced hardship. In helping others find purpose, I found my own. By shifting my focus outward, I no longer saw myself solely through the lens of what I had endured but through what I could offer.

		Resilience was not just about surviving—it was about transforming pain into something greater. Like the cedar, I remained open to the elements yet protected my core, ensuring that even in my weakest moments, something within me remained untouchable.

		Adaptability: Thriving in New Soil

		Unlike many trees that depend on specific conditions to survive, the cedar flourishes in harsh environments. It takes root in rocky, dry soil, drawing water from deep beneath the surface. It bends with the wind rather than breaking, adjusting to its surroundings while remaining strong. This ability to adapt has ensured its survival for thousands of years.

		Leaving Lebanon, I faced a different kind of challenge—learning to exist in unfamiliar and sometimes unwelcoming places. Moving to Greece, then later to Canada, meant stepping into a world where nothing felt certain. Language barriers, cultural differences, and the absence of familiarity forced me to navigate without a map. I had no choice but to adjust, to find stability in constant change.

		Adapting to new circumstances does not mean leaving the past behind. The cedar remains the same tree whether it grows in a valley or on a mountain ridge; its roots stay anchored while its branches adjust to their surroundings. In the same way, I carried the lessons of my past with me while learning to embrace the landscapes of my present.

		I chose to hold on to the beautiful colours of my culture, while also excitedly embracing a new one. I found the balance between staying true to my family roots, and still leaving enough room in my heart for new people and different perspectives.

		Letting Go: Shedding What No Longer Serves

		Not all battles are won through resistance. Some, like the changing seasons, require release. The cedar endures and adapts but also knows when to let go. By shedding its older needles, it prevents decay, limits disease, and makes space for new growth. What appears to be loss is, in fact, an act of renewal—an essential process that allows the tree to thrive for centuries.

		Gratitude: Honouring the Journey

		The cedar does not resist the changing seasons. It does not resent the storms that have battered it, nor does it mourn the branches it has shed. It stands, embracing every challenge as part of its story. It does not waste energy wishing for different circumstances; it flourishes in the ones it has been given.

		For a long time, I struggled to find gratitude for my own journey. It was easier to dwell on what had been taken from me. But the war that forced me from my home also taught me the value of peace. The struggles of displacement, the doubt and the fear each left something behind—strength, perspective, and an appreciation for what truly matters.

		Photography helped me see my life through a new lens—literally and figuratively. Through the camera, I made sense of my past, turning what once felt broken into something meaningful. It allowed me to capture not just what I saw, but what I felt—to frame my journey in a way that revealed both the pain and the beauty within it. The act of creating, of searching for light even in the darkest moments, became a form of healing. Each image reminded me that perspective is everything—that even in loss, there is something worth holding onto.

		When I look back now, I no longer see only what I lost. I see the resilience I built, the lessons I learned, and the moments that shaped me. Even the hardest years led me to where I am today. The road was never easy, but it brought me here—to a place where I can create, share, and honour every step that has carried me forward.

		Gratitude, for me, is not about ignoring pain. It is about recognizing that even hardship leaves behind something valuable. And when I stand before the ancient cedar, I see not just a tree that has survived, but one that has grown, adapted, and continued to reach for the sky. And for that, I am grateful.

		Closing Reflection: The Road Continues

		I once thought healing had an endpoint—a place where the pain would settle, the past would loosen its grip, and I would finally feel whole again. But standing before the ancient cedar, I understood that healing is a road I will walk for the rest of my life.

		Some wounds never fully close. Some memories always ache. But I have learned that healing does not mean forgetting or waiting for time to erase what has been. It means learning to carry the past differently, allowing space for joy, light, and new growth alongside the scars.

		Like the cedar, I bear the marks of storms weathered. I have bent beneath the weight of loss, uprooted my life more times than I can count, and carried pieces of different places within me. And yet, I am still here. Still standing. Still growing.

		There are days when the past feels closer than I would like, when grief whispers reminders of what was lost, when the road ahead seems uncertain. But there are also days when the warmth of the sun filters through the branches, when I recognize how far I have come, when I realize I am no longer just surviving—I am living.

		Healing is messy. It is slow. It is a process of breaking and rebuilding, of shedding and regrowing. And though I may never reach a place where I say, “I am healed,” I can say, with certainty, that I am healing. That I am becoming. That every step forward, no matter how small, is still a step forward.

		If there is one thing this journey—my journey—has shown, it is that pain does not have to be the end of the story. There is still life waiting to be lived. There is still beauty to be found.

		I don’t know what the road ahead looks like. But I do know that I will keep walking it. And just like the cedar, I will keep growing—imperfect, weathered, but always reaching for the sky.
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        this.goToActiveWidth = 0.2 * viewfinderWidth;
        if (this.goToActiveWidth < buttonLayoutWidth) {
            // The area where a click is equivalent to clicking a go-to button
            // shouldn't be less than the width of the button plus the button margins.
            this.goToActiveWidth = buttonLayoutWidth;
        }
    }
    
    handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var movePrevious = false;
        var moveNext = false;
        if (e.keyCode == 13 || e.keyCode == 32) /* Spacebar or Enter */ {
            e.preventDefault();
            if (e.target == this.goToPrevButtonElement) {
                movePrevious = true;
            }
            else if(e.target == this.goToNextButtonElement) {
                moveNext = true;
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            movePrevious = true;
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            moveNext = true;
        }
        if (movePrevious) {
            if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex == 0) {
                    this.goToNextButtonElement.focus();
                }
            }
        }
        if (moveNext) {
            if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex == this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                    this.goToPrevButtonElement.focus();
                }
            }
        }
        if (movePrevious || moveNext) {
            this.updateButtonsDisplayState();
        }
    }
    
    setButtonMouseEnterLeaveHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterButton.bind(this, buttonElement);
        buttonElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveButton.bind(this, buttonElement);
    }
    
    setButtonFocusHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onfocus = this.onButtonGainedFocus.bind(this, buttonElement);
        buttonElement.onblur = this.onButtonLostFocus.bind(this, buttonElement);
    }
    
    setButtonKeyupHandlers(buttonElement) {
        buttonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
    }
    
    setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, showMaximize);
    }
    
    hideButtonsNotUnderMouseCursor() {
        var showPrev = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.goToPrevButtonElement;
        var showNext = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.goToNextButtonElement;
        var showMaximize = this.buttonUnderMouseCursor == this.maximizeButtonElement;
        this.setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize);
    }
    
    startButtonsTimeout() {
        this.buttonsTimeout = setTimeout(function() { this.hideButtonsNotUnderMouseCursor() }.bind(this), 2500);
    }
    
    killButtonsTimeout() {
        if (this.buttonsTimeout) {
            clearTimeout(this.buttonsTimeout);
            this.buttonsTimeout = null;
        }
    }
    
    hideButtonsWithoutDelay() {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        this.setButtonsVisibility(false, false, false);
    }
    
    viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var currentItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var viewfinderWidth = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect().width;
        var x = point.x;
        
        if (currentItemIndex > 0) {
            if (x < this.goToActiveWidth) {
                return ViewfinderAction.goToPrev;
            }
        }
        var showNext = false;
        if (currentItemIndex + 1 < itemCount) {
            if (viewfinderWidth - x < this.goToActiveWidth) {
                return ViewfinderAction.goToNext;
            }
        }
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            return ViewfinderAction.maximize;
        }
        return ViewfinderAction.none;
    }
    
    updateButtonsVisibility(point) {
        var action = this.viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point);
        var showPrev = action == ViewfinderAction.goToPrev;
        var showNext = action == ViewfinderAction.goToNext;
        var showMaximize = true;
        
        if (!this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.viewfinderElement.style.cursor = (showPrev || showNext) ? 'pointer' : 'default';
        }
        this.setButtonsVisibility(showPrev, showNext, showMaximize);
        this.updateButtonsDisplayState();
    }

    updateButtonsDisplayState() {
        // Update display style of the next/previous buttons so that they are present/removed from the
        // focus loop at the correct indexes.
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        if (currentIndex == 0) {
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.tabIndex = -1;
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
        else {
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.tabIndex = 0;
            this.goToPrevButtonElement.style.display = 'block';
        }
        
        if (currentIndex == itemCount - 1) {
            this.goToNextButtonElement.tabIndex = -1;
            this.goToNextButtonElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
        else {
            this.goToNextButtonElement.tabIndex = 0;
            this.goToNextButtonElement.style.display = 'block';
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(point) {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        this.updateButtonsVisibility(point);
        this.startButtonsTimeout();
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(point) {
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(point) {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(point) {
        this.killButtonsTimeout();
        var action = this.viewfinderActionForMousePosition(point);
        switch (action) {
            case ViewfinderAction.goToPrev:
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                break;
            case ViewfinderAction.goToNext:
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                break;
            case ViewfinderAction.maximize:
                if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
                    this.galleryObject.maximizeFrame();
                }
                break;
        }
        this.updateButtonsVisibility(point);
        this.startButtonsTimeout();
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.hideButtonsWithoutDelay();
    }
    
    onMouseEnterButton(buttonElement) {
        this.buttonUnderMouseCursor = buttonElement;
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveButton(buttonElement) {
        this.buttonUnderMouseCursor = null;
    }
    
    onButtonGainedFocus(buttonElement) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, true);
    }
    
    onButtonLostFocus(buttonElement) {
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, false);
    }
}

class GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        
    }
}

class GalleryImageAndCaptionRollsManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        var galleryElement = galleryObject.galleryElement;
        this.imageRollElement = galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
        if (galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1) {
            this.captionRollElement = galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
        }
    }
    
    removeTransition() {
        this.imageRollElement.classList.remove("gallery-image-roll-transition");
        if (this.captionRollElement) {
            this.captionRollElement.style.visibility = 'unset';
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.removeTransition();
        if (animate) {
            if (this.captionRollElement) {
                this.captionRollElement.style.visibility = 'hidden';
            }
            this.imageRollElement.classList.add("gallery-image-roll-transition");
            this.imageRollElement.addEventListener("transitionend", this.removeTransition.bind(this));
        }
        this.imageRollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
        if (this.captionRollElement) {
            this.captionRollElement.style.left = -(newItemIndex * 100) + "%";
        }
    }
}

class GalleryAccessibilityManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.announcementRegionElement =  this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("ax-announcement-region")[0];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            this.initializeCaptionIDs();
        }
    }

    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        var captions = [];
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
        }
        images.forEach(function(image, imageIndex) {
                       if(captions.length > 0) {
                       var captionIndex = captions.length > 1 ? imageIndex : 0;
                       var caption = captions[captionIndex];
                       var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                       if (captionTextElement) {
                       var shouldHide = captions.length > 1 && newItemIndex != captionIndex;
                       captionTextElement.setAttribute("aria-hidden", shouldHide ? "true" : "false");
                       }

                       if (newItemIndex == imageIndex) {
                       this.announceForAccessibility(images[newItemIndex].getAttribute("aria-label"));
                       }
                       }
                       }, this);
    }

    initializeCaptionIDs() {
        if (this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll").length > 0) {
            var captionRollElement = this.galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption-roll")[0];
            var captions = Array.prototype.slice.call(captionRollElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption"));
            var galleryObject = this.galleryObject;
            captions.forEach(function(caption, index) {
                             var captionTextElement = this.getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption);
                             if (captionTextElement) {
                             captionTextElement.id = galleryObject.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index);
                             }
                             }, this);
        }
    }

    getFirstParagraphElementOfCaption(caption) {
        var paragraphTagNameArray = ["p", "li" ];
        for (var index = 0; index < paragraphTagNameArray.length; index++) {
            var paragraphTagName = paragraphTagNameArray[index];
            var paragraphElementList = caption.getElementsByTagName(paragraphTagName);
            if (paragraphElementList.length > 0) {
                return paragraphElementList[0];
            }
        }
        // no paragraphs/list items
        return null;
    }

    announceForAccessibility(announcement) {
        var liveRegionElement = this.announcementRegionElement;
        setTimeout(function() {
                   liveRegionElement.setAttribute("aria-label", announcement);
                   }, 500);

    }
}

class GalleryDotManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        this.dotContainerElement = galleryObject.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.setupDotElementKeyupHandlers();
    }
    
    setupDotElementKeyupHandlers() {
        var dotElements = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable"));
        dotElements.concat(Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current")));
        var handler = this.handleDotElementKeyUpEvent.bind(this);
        dotElements.forEach(function(dotElement) {
                            dotElement.onkeyup = handler;
                            });
    }
    
    handleDotElementKeyUpEvent(e) {
        var element = e.target;
        var currentIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        if (e.keyCode == 37) /* Left Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex > 0) {
                this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
        else if (e.keyCode == 39) /* Right Arrow */ {
            if (currentIndex < itemCount - 1) {
                this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                var selectedDotElement = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current"))[0];
                selectedDotElement.focus();
            }
        }
    }
    
    deselectCurrentDot() {
        var currentDotGroupCollection = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-current");
        if (currentDotGroupCollection.length > 0) {
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].setAttribute("aria-checked", "false");
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].tabIndex = -1;
            currentDotGroupCollection[0].className = "gallery-dot-selectable";
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.deselectCurrentDot();
        var newCurrentDot = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-selectable")[newItemIndex];
        newCurrentDot.setAttribute("aria-checked", "true");
        newCurrentDot.tabIndex = 0;
        newCurrentDot.className = "gallery-dot-current";

        // work around a bug where WebKit will not render DOM updates sometimes, by temporarily
        // setting the div to display:none, and then back to its previous value.
        var dotDisplay = newCurrentDot.style.display;
        newCurrentDot.style.display = "none";

        setTimeout(function() {
            newCurrentDot.style.display = dotDisplay;
        }, 0);
    }
}

class GalleryMouselessButtonsManager extends GalleryCurrentItemObserver {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        super(galleryObject);
        var viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToPrevFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToPrevButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.goToNextButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.goToNextFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        this.goToNextButtonElement.onkeyup = this.handleNextPreviousButtonKeyUpEvent;
        this.maximizeButtonElement = viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-maximize")[0];
        if (this.maximizeButtonElement) {
            this.maximizeButtonElement.onclick = galleryObject.maximizeFrame.bind(galleryObject);
        }
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        var itemCount = this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showNext = newItemIndex + 1 < this.galleryObject.itemCount;
        var showPrev = newItemIndex > 0;
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToPrevButtonElement, showPrev);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.goToNextButtonElement, showNext);
        Gallery.setButtonVisibility(this.maximizeButtonElement, true);
    }
}


class GalleryViewfinderManager {
    addViewfinderHandlers() {
        this.viewfinderElement.onclick = this.onClickInViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseenter = this.onMouseEnterViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmouseleave = this.onMouseLeaveViewfinder.bind(this);
        this.viewfinderElement.onmousemove = this.onMouseMoveInViewfinder.bind(this);
    }
    
    addObservers() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray = [];
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.push(new GalleryButtonsViewfinderManager(this));
        }
    }
    
    constructor (galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.galleryElement = galleryObject.galleryElement;
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        
        this.addViewfinderHandlers();
        this.addObservers();
    }
    
    viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event) {
        var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        var point = { "x" : event.clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
        return point;
    }
    
    onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, handlerName) {
        try {
            var point = this.viewfinderMouseEventCoordinates(event);
            this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                                 observer[handlerName](point);
                                                 });
            stopEventPropagation(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onMouseMoveInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseMoveInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseEnterViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseEnterViewfinder");
    }
    
    onMouseLeaveViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onMouseLeaveViewfinder");
    }
    
    onClickInViewfinder(event) {
        this.onMouseEventInViewfinder(event, "onClickInViewfinder");
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageShow();
                                             });
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function (observer) {
                                             observer.onPageHide();
                                             });
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex) {
        this.viewfinderObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                             observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
                                             });
    }
    
}

class TouchManager {
    constructor(galleryObject) {
        this.galleryObject = galleryObject;
        this.viewfinderElement = galleryObject.viewfinderElement;
        this.viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
        this.frameWidth = this.viewfinderBounds.width;
        this.dragTouchID = null;
        this.goToPrevButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToPrev")[0];
        this.goToNextButtonElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-button-goToNext")[0];
        var element = this.viewfinderElement;
        element.addEventListener("touchstart", this.onTouchStart.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchmove", this.onTouchMove.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchend", this.onTouchEnd.bind(this), true);
        element.addEventListener("touchcancel", this.onTouchCancel.bind(this), true);
    }
    
    viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event) {
        if (this.dragTouchID) {
            var changedTouchCount = event.changedTouches.length;
            for (var changedTouchIndex = 0; changedTouchIndex < changedTouchCount; changedTouchIndex++) {
                var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[changedTouchIndex];
                if (changedTouch.identifier == this.dragTouchID) {
                    var point = { "x" : changedTouch.pageX - this.viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : changedTouch.pageY - this.viewfinderBounds.top };
                    return point;
                }
            }
        }
        return null;
    }
    
    onTouchEvent(event, doDump) {
        if (doDump) {
        }
        stopEventPropagation(event);
        event.preventDefault();
        if (event.changedTouches.length == 0) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchStart(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            if (!this.dragTouchID) {
                if (event.changedTouches.length > 0) {
                    var changedTouch = event.changedTouches[0];
                    this.dragTouchID = changedTouch.identifier;
                    this.dragStartPoint = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
                    this.dragStartTime = new Date().getTime();
                    this.dragStartX = this.dragStartPoint.x;
                    this.dragStartItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
                    this.lastTouchPosition = this.dragStartPoint;
                }
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchMove(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, false);
            var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
            if (changedTouchPosition) {
                var dragCurrX = changedTouchPosition.x;
                var deltaX = dragCurrX - this.dragStartX;
                var relativeDeltaX = deltaX / this.frameWidth;
                var newItemIndex = this.dragStartItemIndex - relativeDeltaX;
                if (newItemIndex >= 0 && newItemIndex <= this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                    this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
                }
                this.lastTouchPosition = changedTouchPosition;
            }
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEndOrCancel(event) {
        var changedTouchPosition = this.viewfinderPositionOfChangedTouchMatchingDragID(event);
        if (changedTouchPosition) {
            var dragEndPoint = changedTouchPosition;
            var dragEndTime = new Date().getTime();
            var didChangeIndex = false;
            var endItemIndex = this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex;
            var intEndItemIndex = Math.round(endItemIndex);
            var deltaT = dragEndTime - this.dragStartTime;
            // If duration short enough.
            if (deltaT < 250) {
                // If it hasn't resulted in a current item change.
                if (intEndItemIndex == this.dragStartItemIndex) {
                    var absDeltaX = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.x-this.dragStartPoint.x);
                    var absDeltaY = Math.abs(dragEndPoint.y-this.dragStartPoint.y);
                    // If absDeltaX is not trivially small
                    // and absDeltaY is no larger than a fraction of absDeltaX.
                    if (absDeltaX >= 50 && absDeltaY <= 0.4 * absDeltaX) {
                        if (endItemIndex > intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                                intEndItemIndex++;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        } else if (endItemIndex < intEndItemIndex) {
                            if (intEndItemIndex > 0) {
                                intEndItemIndex--;
                                didChangeIndex = true;
                            }
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.galleryObject.changeCurrentItemIndex(intEndItemIndex, true);
            
            if (!didChangeIndex) {
                // see if we can handle this as a tap
                if (this.dragStartPoint.x == dragEndPoint.x && this.dragStartPoint.y == dragEndPoint.y) {
                    var viewfinderBounds = this.viewfinderElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var prevButtonBounds = this.goToPrevButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var nextButtonBounds = this.goToNextButtonElement.getBoundingClientRect();
                    var pointInViewfinder = { "x" : event.changedTouches[0].clientX - viewfinderBounds.left, "y" : event.changedTouches[0].clientY - viewfinderBounds.top };
                    prevButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    prevButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    nextButtonBounds.x -= viewfinderBounds.x;
                    nextButtonBounds.y -= viewfinderBounds.y;
                    
                    var x = pointInViewfinder.x;
                    var y = pointInViewfinder.y;
                    var gotoPrev = prevButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= prevButtonBounds.x + prevButtonBounds.width && prevButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= prevButtonBounds.y + prevButtonBounds.height;
                    var gotoNext = nextButtonBounds.x <= x && x <= nextButtonBounds.x + nextButtonBounds.width && nextButtonBounds.y <= y && y <= nextButtonBounds.y + nextButtonBounds.height;
                    
                    if (gotoPrev) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex > 0)  {
                            this.galleryObject.goToPrevFrame();
                        }
                    }
                    else if (gotoNext) {
                        if (this.galleryObject.currentItemIndex < this.galleryObject.itemCount - 1) {
                            this.galleryObject.goToNextFrame();
                        }
                    }
                }
            }
            
            this.dragStartX = null;
            this.dragStartItemIndex = null;
            this.dragTouchID = null;
            this.lastTouchPosition = null;
        }
    }
    
    onTouchEnd(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
    
    onTouchCancel(event) {
        try {
            this.onTouchEvent(event, true);
            this.onTouchEndOrCancel(event);
        }
        catch (error) {
        }
    }
}

class Gallery {
    createImageRollElement() {
        this.viewfinderElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-viewfinder")[0];
        this.imageRollElement = this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-roll")[0];
        
        var imageFrameElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.viewfinderElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-image-cropper"));
        this.itemCount = imageFrameElementArray.length;
    }
    
    completeItemCaptionElements() {
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-item-caption-rolodex")[0];
        //this.itemCaptionRolodexElement.onclick = stopEventPropagation;
    }
    
    addSelectionDots() {
        this.dotContainerElement = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-container")[0];
        this.innerDotContainerElement = this.dotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-inner-container")[0];
        if (this.innerDotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width < this.dotContainerElement.getBoundingClientRect().width) {
            var dotExtenderElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.innerDotContainerElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-dot-extender"));
            for (var itemIndex = 0; itemIndex < this.itemCount; itemIndex++) {
                var dotExtenderElement = dotExtenderElementArray[itemIndex];
                dotExtenderElement.onclick = this.selectFrame.bind(this, itemIndex);

                var captionIndex = this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-caption").length > 1 ? itemIndex : 0;
                var captionID = this.getCaptionElementIDForIndex(captionIndex);
                var dotElement = dotExtenderElement.getElementsByTagName("span")[0];
                dotElement.setAttribute("aria-describedby", captionID);
            }
        } else {
            this.innerDotContainerElement.style.display = 'none';
        }
    }
    
    completeTree() {
        this.createImageRollElement();
        this.completeItemCaptionElements();
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.addSelectionDots();
        }
    }
    
    addWindowEventListeners() {
        window.addEventListener("pageshow", this.onPageShow.bind(this));
        window.addEventListener("pagehide", this.onPageHide.bind(this));
    }
    
    createObservers() {
        this.currentItemObserverArray = [];
        if (!this.isFullscreen()) {
            this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryDotManager(this));
            if (useMouselessButtons()) {
                this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryMouselessButtonsManager(this));
            }
        }
        this.currentItemObserverArray.push(new GalleryAccessibilityManager(this));
    }
    
    startUp() {
        this.currentItemIndex = -1;
        var newItemIndex = parseInt(this.galleryElement.getAttribute("data-current-item-index"));
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, false);
        
    }
    
    constructor (galleryElement) {
        this.galleryElement = galleryElement;
        
        this.completeTree();
        
        this.viewfinderManager = new GalleryViewfinderManager(this);
        
        this.addWindowEventListeners();
        
        this.createObservers();
        this.imageAndCaptionRollsManager = new GalleryImageAndCaptionRollsManager(this);
        
        if (!useMouselessButtons()) {
            this.touchManager = new TouchManager(this);
        }
        
        this.startUp();
    }
    
    isFullscreen() {
        return false;
    }
    
    changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, animate) {
        if (this.currentItemIndex != newItemIndex) {
            if (Math.abs(newItemIndex - this.currentItemIndex) > 1.0) {
                // Animation is supported only between neighbouring frames.
                animate = false;
            }
            this.imageAndCaptionRollsManager.onCurrentItemChange(this.currentItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
            var intCurrentItemIndex = Math.round(this.currentItemIndex);
            var intNewItemIndex = Math.round(newItemIndex);
            if (intNewItemIndex != intCurrentItemIndex) {
                this.onCurrentItemChange(intCurrentItemIndex, intNewItemIndex, animate);
                this.galleryElement.setAttribute("data-current-item-index", intNewItemIndex);
            }
            this.currentItemIndex = newItemIndex;
            this.updateImagesAXVisibility();
        }
    }
    
    updateImagesAXVisibility() {
        var currentIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        var images = Array.prototype.slice.call(this.galleryElement.getElementsByClassName("gallery-full-image"));
        images.forEach(function(image, index) {
                       image.setAttribute("aria-hidden", index == currentIndex ? "false" : "true");
                       });
    }
    
    goToPrevFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex-1, true);
    }
    
    goToNextFrame() {
        var currentItemIndex = this.currentItemIndex;
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(currentItemIndex+1, true);
    }
    
    selectFrame(newItemIndex) {
        this.changeCurrentItemIndex(newItemIndex, true);
    }
    
    maximizeFrame() {
    }
    
    onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate) {
        this.currentItemObserverArray.forEach(function(observer) {
                                              observer.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex, animate);
                                              });
        
        this.viewfinderManager.onCurrentItemChange(oldItemIndex, newItemIndex);
    }
    
    onPageShow() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageShow();
    }
    
    onPageHide() {
        this.viewfinderManager.onPageHide();
    }
    
    getCaptionElementIDForIndex(index) {
        var captionIndex = index+1;
        return this.galleryElement.id + "-caption-" + captionIndex;
    }
    
    static setButtonVisibility(buttonElement, visible) {
        if (buttonElement) {
            buttonElement.style.opacity = visible ? 1.0 : 0.0;
        }
    }
}

class RegularGallery extends Gallery {
    static setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass(className) {
        var elementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName(className));
        elementArray.forEach(
                             function(element) {
                             element.style.display = 'none';
                             });
    }
    
    static loadGalleries() {
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback");
        this.setDisplayToNoneForElementsOfClass("gallery-fallback-separator");
        
        var galleryElementArray = Array.prototype.slice.call(document.getElementsByClassName("gallery"));
        galleryElementArray.forEach(function(galleryElement) {
                                    galleryElement.style.display = '';
                                    new RegularGallery(galleryElement);
                                    });
    }
}


function Body_onLoad() {
    RegularGallery.loadGalleries();
}
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