

“Some of the strongest lives are forged in the courage to face what once felt unbearable. In Vulnerable, Ed Cohen reminds us that healing begins the moment we stop hiding and start telling the truth. His story is a hopeful invitation to move beyond silence and discover that our greatest wounds can become our greatest source of purpose.”

—John O’Leary, No. 1 national best-selling author and inspiration of the film Soul On Fire

“This is a magnificent and courageous book that will help millions to break the silence and open their hearts and souls to the truth about their lives. It is the book I wish I had read when I was experiencing my own dark night of the soul; afraid to speak about my own abuse, neglect, and abandonment. It is also about those who suffer along with us, feel our pain, and are desperate to find a way through the barriers that keep us encapsulated and cut off. Ed not only breaks the silence so many live with, but he offers wisdom that can lead us to the freedom we long to know and the success that is not tainted by our hidden pain. I highly recommend Vulnerable. It is a triumph of the human spirit.”

—Jed Diamond, PhD, author of The Irritable Male Syndrome: Understanding and Managing the Four Key Causes of Depression and Aggression and founder of MenAlive.com. 

“Ed Cohen’s contributions to the field of learning are countless. He has been a champion of human flourishing, resilience, and authentic leadership as long as I’ve known him. His new book, Vulnerable, reveals the furnace in which those qualities were forged. This brave, raw story is a different kind of learning journey, but an important one: the journey of self-discovery, healing, and authenticity.”

—Tony Bingham, president and CEO of the Association for Talent Development

“Having known Ed for more than twenty-five years, I can attest to the truth and depth of this journey. In Vulnerable, he transforms pain into purpose, offering a powerful invitation to reclaim worth, release shame, and love fully. Through his story, he encourages readers to speak their truth and recognize their inherent worth, sharing the simple guiding principles that helped him break free from feelings of unworthiness. Ed’s honesty and vulnerability offer hope to anyone seeking freedom from shame and the courage to love fully.”

—Cheri Torres, PhD, founding executive of the CWH Institute and coauthor of Conversations Worth Having

“It’s profound, important, and difficult work to break the destructive cycles from our past. This book is a story and a guide on how you might do that too.”

—Michael Bungay Stanier, founder of Box of Crayons, and author of the best-selling book, The Coaching Habit

“To know Ed Cohen is to know a leader of immense warmth and capability, but Vulnerable reveals the staggering emotional journey it took to get there. A masterpiece of resilience and authentic leadership. Ed Cohen’s raw, courageous journey from trauma to triumph is a powerful reminder that our deepest wounds can become our greatest sources of strength and connection. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Ann Herrmann-Nehdi, chair and chief thought leader at Herrmann

 “Vulnerable by Ed Cohen is a raw, unflinching look at what it takes to overcome parental failings and choose your own destiny. With grit and grace, Cohen explores the courage required to be seen and the transformative power of self-care. It’s an essential read for anyone looking to turn their greatest wounds into their greatest source of purpose.”

—Monique Faison Ross, author of Playing Dead: A Memoir of Terror and Survival
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For those who carry pain in silence,

for those who live with its echoes,

and for those who walk beside survivors:

may you break the silence and heal.
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DISCLAIMER

The suggestions and recommendations made in this book are based on the author’s knowledge, experience, and opinions. The methods described in this book are not intended to be a definitive set of instructions. Other methods and materials may accomplish the same end results. Results may vary. There are no representations or warranties, expressed or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, or reliability of the information, products, services, or related materials contained in this book. The information is provided as is, to be used at your own risk.

This book is not intended as a substitute for consultation with a licensed health-care practitioner, such as your physician. Before you begin any health-care program or make lifestyle changes in any way, please consult a physician or another licensed health-care practitioner to ensure that you are in good health and that the examples contained in this book will not cause any harm. If you or someone you know is suffering from addiction, depression/other mental health issues, eating disorders, or the like, please seek initial medical attention.

For parts of this book related to real people and situations in my personal life, everything has been written as accurately as I remember it. Where appropriate, names have been changed out of concern for privacy.




INTRODUCTION

by TOM RATH,

New York Times best-selling author of StrengthsFinder 2.0 and Are You Fully Charged

After studying human behavior, well-being, and leadership for over three decades, I’ve come to believe one truth above all: what we refuse to face will eventually shape us. We can bury it, distract ourselves, or outwork it—but the most important work we do, the kind that actually transforms us, always begins from within.

That’s why Vulnerable is such a vital contribution to the conversation around healing, leadership, and human growth.

Ed Cohen doesn’t just recount what happened to him; he uses the raw material of his life: abuse, silence, ambition, addiction, and healing to build something that’s useful to others. Vulnerable is both Ed’s journey and a manual. It’s grounded in lived experience, and it’s guided by his five principles that offer clarity and action; not just inspiration, but direction.

One of the patterns I’ve seen over the years is how much energy we lose when we try to hide what’s unresolved. That hidden pain affects our ability to lead teams, care for families, and build anything meaningful. Ed is not telling us to have it all figured out; he’s reminding us that we don’t have to be fully healed to contribute—we just have to be real.

This book gives us a language for that kind of honesty. It’s not about perfection, it’s about presence. About telling the truth to yourself and to others in a way that builds strength, not shame. That’s what makes this book so timely—and so timeless.

If you’re navigating your own healing, or walking alongside someone who is, this book offers a path forward. It’s also a call to leaders everywhere: the days of leading from behind a mask are over. Trust is built through courage and clarity. Ed Cohen models both.

Vulnerable doesn’t just show us what healing looks like. It shows us how to begin and how to keep going.

This isn’t just a book; it’s an invitation to live with more energy, more integrity, and more heart.




FOREWORD: WHAT IT MEANS TO STAY

By PRISCILLA D. NELSON,

wife, mother, sister, consultant, interior decorator, teacher, coach, and friend

The other morning, I saw Ed in the garden. He stood quietly, rubbing the back of his neck where the doctors had gone in to repair his spine. The air was still, and he looked peaceful. I knew though, that the pain remained—some days more than others. There is a kind of quiet he carries now; one I have come to recognize. It is the stillness of someone who has survived more than he ever should have. It is also the calm of someone who has learned, with time and intention, to endure and how to keep putting one foot in front of the other. He has learned to find abundance in the small things, and meaning in the ones that truly matter.

What I have learned, watching this man pay for it with his health, sleep, and body, is that he waited decades to end his silence and speak the truth he had buried, and it nearly undid him. I stayed beside him through it, but I also learned how easily silence becomes contagious. I had to find my own voice too, later than I would have preferred. I wonder if I was too patient sometimes; if perhaps I should have pushed more.

If you are reading this and you have been taught to hold it all in—to tough it out, to be strong, to be selfless—I want you to know that you are not alone. Especially if you are a man. I have seen, up close, how men are conditioned to stay silent. To protect others from their pain. To minimize what hurts. To believe that vulnerability makes them weak. I am here to tell you: silence is not strength. It is isolation. And healing cannot begin while you are still pretending.

That moment reminded me how far we have come—and how much we still carry.

This book is not a celebration of victory. It does not offer simple lessons or easy redemption. What you are holding is an invitation into one man’s truth: the painful beginning, the long silence, the unraveling, and the rebuilding. From where I stand, this story begins with a single question:

What does it mean to love someone who has had to fight for their worth from the very beginning—and to keep loving them through every stage of their becoming?

When I first met Ed, I saw confidence that bordered on arrogance. We were both professionals, both leading our own businesses, and both navigating our lives with a sense of independence. He made me wait in the reception area for a meeting far longer than I felt I should have had to, and by the time he opened the door, I had already decided what kind of man he was.

What I didn’t know then, was that I wasn’t meeting the real Ed—I was meeting his mask; a carefully protected version, shaped by years of surviving in a world that hadn’t been kind. He had learned how to command a room, but not how to trust one. What looked like distance was deep caution. What felt like control was fear dressed in confidence.

That mask did not come off all at once. It loosened slowly over time; over tears and thousands of conversations. The man beneath it was not the one I expected. He was gentler. More uncertain. Fiercely loving. And still carrying more pain than I could have imagined.

The story you are about to read belongs to Ed. I have walked beside it for more than three decades. I have seen him wrestle with ghosts, some remembered, others inherited. I have watched him break patterns passed down in silence, without reason or warning. I have sat with him in rooms thick with history, seen him rise after moments when he nearly vanished, and held his hand as he faced truths long buried. I have witnessed him choose honesty over comfort, even when the price was high.

You will read about some of those costs. You will feel what it is like when the body remembers what the mind has tried to forget. You will meet a boy who grew up learning to disappear, and watch how he slowly, and at times painfully, had come back into his own life. You will see how deeply family wounds can echo across decades, and how healing becomes possible only when those echoes are finally named aloud.

Now, more than thirty-six years later, I have shared life with a man who has poured much of his energy into learning how to stay—with his pain, with his truth, and with the world around him. That kind of staying did not arrive in a single moment. It came slowly, in layers—quiet, clumsy, and hard won.

There were days when staying meant holding space while he pulled away. Other days, it meant choosing not to walk out when everything inside me wanted to shut down and sometimes run away. Our life together has included distance, silence, and anger: his, mine, and sometimes both simultaneously.

There were moments when I questioned if I could stay: when the silence between us became too loud; when my own needs felt like they were dissolving inside his pain. I have known the ache of loving someone who is not always reachable. I have felt invisible inside a relationship that looked steady from the outside. Sometimes, I needed space—not to leave, but to breathe. The truth is, I had to learn how to hold on without losing myself. I had to learn how to speak up—not just for him, but for me.

This is a story about what it means to hold on through the seasons that could have unraveled us. It is about choosing to stay in the conversation, even when our voices trembled. It is about returning, over and over again, not because it was easy—but because something inside us knew we were not finished. It is about learning to speak each other’s language, even when we were communicating from entirely different places. It was challenging at times, yet the simple changes and progress made by both of us cemented our efforts.

It included parenting while uncertain, growing even as we raised someone else, and challenging what we were taught about love—slowly, deliberately, rewriting it one difficult conversation and one unexpected breakdown at a time. Truthfully, it didn’t always work. I can’t tell you how many times we needed to invent a new solution to the same problem.

We entered our marriage with opposite wiring. I came from a home where conflict was buried, where silence was the currency of peace. Ed came from a world where conflict was direct and immediate; a way to survive. He could not tolerate silence. I could not endure pressure. When I retreated, he pressed harder. When he pushed, I disappeared. The result was always the same: we both ended up feeling alone, even when we were only inches apart.

Therapy gave us language. It gave us tools. It offered a new lens. We came to understand that we were not fighting each other. We were reenacting stories from long before we met—scripts shaped by trauma, fear, and longing. His urgency came from survival. My silence came from fear. It took time to name those patterns. So many times, it wasn’t about us; it was simply a trigger for something one of us had felt in our life before meeting the other. It took longer to trust that we could choose something different.

The hardest moments were not the fights themselves. The deeper pain arrived in the quiet that followed—the question neither of us asked aloud: Is this the one we won’t come back from? That question sat between us more than once.

But we always came back to each other, not quickly or easily, but slowly, stubbornly, and together. We kept showing up, not perfectly or cleanly, but consistently. That is what made healing possible.

During those early years, Ed struggled to stay emotionally and physically present. He loved our children deeply. At times, however, I could see him shut down. His distance did not reflect a lack of love. His emotions simply became too much to hold. If our daughter cried for too long, he would retreat. If the tension in the house rose, so did his anxiety. It was not indifference; it was overload. He could love us and still find it hard to stay in the room. That was a kind of heartbreak all its own.

Everything began to shift when Ed chose honesty. He started naming what was happening inside him instead of pretending nothing was wrong. He invited me in, and eventually, he invited the kids in too. Over time, they learned to trust that he would not disappear—not emotionally, not physically, not even when life became difficult.

Throughout our life together, I have carried memories that remain vivid in my heart.

I remember the night he brought me cold medicine in Florida, still convinced I had come out of obligation. I remember the way he gripped the steering wheel in London with both hands, as if the car might slip away if he let go. I remember when I was diagnosed with a rare form of uterine cancer and the radiation treatment I had to go through. He was almost numb talking about it, in complete disbelief for a while. He said, “They probably got your records mixed up with someone else.”

The treatment was brutal and I lost my way for a time. Ed was at a new job, and the timing was horrible. I found myself pulling away and our youngest daughter said out loud one night, “I want my old mommy back, the one who dances with me so I can go to sleep. You aren’t my mommy.” I was fighting cancer, while Ed was fighting his demons and the thought that I might die.

I remember too, watching him stand in the spotlight, on global stages receiving praise he never fully believed he deserved. I remember walking beside him through unfamiliar streets in countries we never imagined we would visit, wide-eyed, exhausted, and somehow more alive than ever.

I remember our years in India, where the outside world slowed down even as something inside both of us began to stir and rise. That time changed us dramatically. My time there surfaced a familiar struggle. In the United States, I had worked hard to prove I belonged in leadership as a woman. In India, it felt like I was taking a step back. Men held most of the power, and women were often sidelined. When a group of women asked me to help create change, I agreed on one condition: I would support anyone facing bias, not just women. When I shared that with Ed, he gave me his full support. Each of those moments reminded me of who Ed was becoming—and who we were becoming together.

What I witnessed, over time, was something rare: a man who refused to stop becoming, even when it hurt. He was not always this open. In the beginning, I knew there was pain inside him. I did not understand how deep it went. I thought I was reacting to his moods or his silence. I did not realize I was brushing up against a childhood he was still trying to survive.

Eventually, something changed. Ed began learning a new way to work with his emotions—a practice that gave structure to his internal world and helped him move through pain rather than around it. He did not invent this practice, but he studied it. He practiced it. He made it his own. At first, I didn’t fully understand it. Still, I could feel the shift. I saw it in the way he began to show up with more awareness, less defensiveness, and a deeper presence that reached everyone around him.

Even now, it resurfaces from time to time. I’ve always embraced change, while Ed has lived with so much uncertainty that change can still feel like a threat even though he dives right into it. When I went back to school for my second master’s degree, when I started coaching more, when I added another evening class to my schedule, and later, when I returned to school again for design, each endeavor asked more of him. I’m independent by nature, and despite all the work we’ve done, I know it may have triggered an old fear of being left. For me, those choices were about continuing to grow and sometimes, it just takes a little time for a partner to see that.

The cost of silence was steep. Years of unspoken pain carved their way through Ed’s body: irritable bowel syndrome, kidney disease, two heart attacks, and eventually, a diagnosis of sarcoidosis (a rare inflammatory disease). His physical suffering carried the weight of everything he had not yet spoken.

When Ed finally began to speak, honestly and fully, he also began to heal. His healing did not arrive in a straight line; it came slowly, deeply, and with fierce intention. It arrived in scenes you’ll read in this book—some that tremble with heartbreak, others that shimmer with grace.

The pattern I have seen over and over again is one of resilience. Ed has always been a seeker. He has never been willing to settle for numbness. That is what moves me most. It continues to remind me that healing is not passive. Healing requires discipline. It demands devotion. It demands honesty with yourself, with others, and with your story.

Ed never waited for healing to come to him. He pursued it with everything he had, every time it mattered. When he finds a passion for something, he becomes a guru! There’s no stopping him.

After thirty-six years of marriage, I no longer see just a survivor. I see someone who is fully alive. He breathes differently now. He speaks more gently. He holds space for others. He loves with his whole heart. Most importantly, he allows himself to be loved in return.

This is what it means to witness transformation: to stand beside someone not because they are perfect, but because they are becoming—still, always.

I have become more whole, in no small way, because of who we have chosen to be, together.

As you read this book, you will meet the man I have known in all his complexity. You will read stories that are raw and real. You will encounter truths that are painful, beautiful, and necessary. You will witness the silence, the unraveling, and the “almosts.” You will walk with a boy through flames, with a young man through shame, and with a grown man through recovery. You will see what happens when someone stops running from their past and chooses to walk directly through it.

This is not just Ed’s story—it is a mirror, a reminder, and a path.

It took Ed decades to speak what had never been spoken, and even longer to be willing to share his story with the world. I witnessed the toll that silence took—not just on his body, but on our connection, our parenting, and the trust he had to rebuild from the inside out. I also witnessed what speaking gave back. It gave us something honest to stand on. Something imperfect, but real. It gave him breath. It gave us possibility. It gave us a second chance at presence.

If you have been taught to hold it together, to say you are fine, to keep going no matter the cost—this book may stir something in you. That discomfort is not weakness. It is an opening. You are not broken for needing more. You are not less for feeling deeply. You do not have to wait until your body breaks down or your spirit goes quiet. You are allowed to begin now. To name what hurts. To ask for help. To stop pretending that silence is strength.

Especially if you were raised to believe that strength means swallowing your truth—please, let this book give you another way.

This is also your invitation, not just to observe, but to enter. To reflect. To ask your own quiet questions: Who did you become to survive? What patterns are you still carrying? What might change if you let yourself be seen? And, what would it mean to stay—with your own story, with someone else’s, with your truth?

If you have ever carried pain in silence, if you have ever questioned your worth, or if you have ever stood beside someone whose story is heavy, then you will find yourself somewhere in these pages.

This is your permission to let the mask slip, even if just briefly. You are not alone in your pain, your questions, or your becoming. You are seen, even when you feel invisible. Even when you believe you do not deserve it, you do. Don’t let the years pile up as Ed has done. He would want more for you, and if this book causes even one person to reclaim what they have a birthright to, then it will have been worth him coming forward and sharing his truth.

We are still here; that, too, is part of the healing.




PROLOGUE: BREAKING THE SILENCE

“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”

—MAYA ANGELOU, I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS (1969)

I stepped into the room where my father was lying, his eyes closed, chest unmoving.

I leaned in, expecting the stillness to remain, but his eyes suddenly snapped open—wide, dark, and alert.

Before I could move, his hands shot up, strong, fast, and clamped around my throat. I gasped and kicked, trying to scream, but no air came. No sound. No escape. His grip tightened, his thumbs digging deeper as my vision began to tunnel. He stared at me without emotion as I went limp.

Just like that, I was back on the cold floor of my childhood—small, trapped, and breaking in silence. That nightmare haunted me for years. Even after he died, he found his way back to me through dreams, flashbacks, and the unspoken residue of trauma.

But one day, the air around me felt different: warm, safe, and entirely mine.

It was my birthday, and the nightmares had long faded into the background.

We had gathered for brunch, surrounded by sunlight and the gentle clatter of silverware.

Everyone ordered what they loved most: coffee, mimosas, lemon bars; it wasn’t anything fancy, but it felt perfect.

At the end of the meal, someone brought out a vegan carrot cake from a local shop; exactly how I liked it. My wife Pris sat beside me. Our daughter, MacKenzie, smiled at me from across the table. My childhood best friend Jay, our good friend Danny, and my cousins Elana and Mickey were all there too. MacKenzie began singing. Pris joined in, followed by Jay, and then the rest. Their voices were off-key, full of love and joy, rising in celebration. Even nearby diners clapped along.

I smiled genuinely. It wasn’t the practiced smile I once wore to survive; it came without pretense. I didn’t retreat inward. I didn’t dissociate or disappear. I stayed, present, with them and with myself.

If you are in an abusive relationship, or have been abused, this story is for you. If you’re still living in fear, healing from the past, or loving someone who’s been hurt—please know you are not alone. You may see parts of your story here, or find language for something you haven’t yet been able to name.

Whatever brought you to these pages, I hope they offer you presence, permission, and a sense of possibility. That is what healing can look like—not a dramatic transformation or a climactic ending, but a moment of presence. It is the quiet choice to remain open when love reaches toward you, and you choose to let it in.

There was a time when I couldn’t imagine that possibility. I smiled on my birthdays, but it wasn’t real. It was the mask I wore to keep others from seeing my pain. Smiling on my own birthday felt unreachable. Staying at the table, letting people in, allowing joy to exist alongside pain—it all seemed out of reach. Healing didn’t begin with laughter. It began in darkness, shaped by silence, shame, and survival. Getting to that birthday table required a life-time of effort.

[image: ]

Celebrating our marriage after thirty-five years with vow renewals in October of 2024. From left: my cousins, Mickey and Elana, and my daughter, MacKenzie.

I had to grow through what I went through.

I had to accept support, even when I believed I didn’t need it.

I had to keep learning, unlearning, and starting over.

I had to build relationships capable of holding both truth and tenderness.

I had to redefine purpose—not as a destination, but as a daily decision.

There was a time when birthdays were merely something to survive. Back then, silence was not peace—it was protection. Even kindness could feel like a trap.

Healing is not linear—the road bends back toward places we thought we had already passed. Sometimes, the past resurfaces in ways we never saw coming.

A year after that joyful birthday, I found myself unraveling.

Following months of chronic pain and limited mobility, I underwent cervical spine surgery to remove bone spurs that were compressing nerves in my neck. The pain had become unbearable. I had lost muscle in my left arm and my fingers were always tingling. Even sleep had become difficult. The procedure was a success, and I was sent home with post-operative instructions and medications that were described as “routine”—safe, necessary, and nothing to worry about.

During the first week, the pain was intense—aching bones, spasming muscles, deep nerve flares. I followed the instructions exactly. I took the prescribed medications on schedule, using alarms and tracking everything from blood pressure to mobility. I never asked for more. I never deviated. I just wanted to heal. By the second week, I learned to anticipate the pain. If I was late with a dose, it came back sharply and relentlessly. So, I stayed ahead of it.

By the third week, the pain had started to ease—but something else was shifting. I felt a lightness in my head that made me uneasy. That was when I realized it was time to begin tapering. I tried, cautiously and deliberately. Almost immediately, I spiraled into withdrawal: shaking; sweating; nauseous; the inability to calm myself. I was trapped inside a body I could no longer control.

When I called my surgeon, he told me I had reduced too quickly and recommended “catch-up” doses. His assistant offered a new taper schedule that would have stretched out over sixteen weeks. With my history of heart issues and kidney disease, I knew I couldn’t navigate that plan on my own. Pris drove me to the emergency room in the middle of the night. They told me to increase my dosage and try again. I was sent home, still shaking.

By dawn, I was frightened, sick, and disoriented. Pris remained calm, but her concern was unmistakable, and my blood pressure had spiked to the level of a cardiac crisis. We went to a different ER, where a doctor finally listened. She said what no one else had: “You need to be admitted. You need to come off this safely.”

Still, I hesitated. I was afraid of what being hospitalized might mean. I pictured the dramatic scenes from movies: seizures, restraints, and a total loss of control. I wasn’t ready for that. Instead, I decided to wait until the morning to see a doctor she had referred me to.

After five minutes, he confirmed what the ER doctor had said: “You should be in the hospital.” That was all we needed to hear. I went home, packed a bag, and we left. Within hours, I was in a hospital bed—monitored, treated, and, for the first time since surgery, understood.

When I shared what had happened and how I had gotten there, the nurse looked at me and said, “You’re an accidental addict.” That word hit me hard: addict. It was the word I had feared all my life. It was the word that described my father. I had spent decades distancing myself from that label. But despite my efforts, it had found me.

During my five-day hospital stay, I joined group sessions with others navigating their own recoveries. There, I saw what I had never allowed myself to see before: versions of the man my father might have been. Some were in their thirties, others in their forties, fifties, and sixties. Most had relapsed more than once. All spoke with trembling voices about their desire to stay sober. One man recounted every loss in his life and past arguments with family members. One woman said she only drank when alone because that’s when it felt safest. Another man described decades of high-functioning success, even as he admitted how hollow and haunted he had become inside.

My father never stopped drinking. He drank in silence and in rage, in celebration and in shame. No moment was safe from it. Maybe he didn’t fail because he didn’t care. Maybe he failed because the world he came from offered him no path to healing.

He was born in 1924 and entered the military at eighteen, in the middle of World War II. But the drinking didn’t start in the military; it started earlier, with his own father. The abuse and attempted escape from it were passed down, woven into the fabric of our family long before I was born.

His addiction unfolded from the mid-forties through the mid-seventies, during a time when alcoholism was treated as a personal failing instead of a cry for help. There were few options for support. Therapy was rare, and often carried a stigma. Vulnerability was punished. Silence was how men survived. There were no safe rooms. No language for generational trauma, and definitely no understanding of addiction as inheritance.

At that moment, sitting in a group of people working toward recovery, I realized he had likely never seen a space like that. Maybe he tried in the only way he knew how. Maybe it wasn’t enough, but maybe he never had a real chance.

I had built my life around not becoming him, but for the first time, I considered the possibility that maybe he had tried. That awareness didn’t erase the harm, but it helped me release the judgments I didn’t realize I was still holding.

What began as a frightening detour became something else entirely: another layer of healing. And all because of a mismanaged recovery and a word that I never wanted to hear: addict.

Even after being discharged, I wasn’t finished. I experienced weeks of rebound symptoms. To stay grounded, I returned to the methods I had spent a lifetime practicing: counseling, acupuncture, massage, breathwork, and body awareness.

Each of those tools helped me sit with the emotions that were rising to the surface; even the ones I thought I had already dealt with: grief, fear, anger, and compassion.

Healing is a spiral; a returning, a continuous journey that deepens with every step we take, forward or backward.

Through childhood trauma, marriage, family, a successful career, world travel, grief, and abundance, five principles emerged. They weren’t invented; at first, they were instincts. Over time, they became practices. Now, they are the anchors by which I live:


	Grow Through What You Go Through
    Every experience—whether born of pain or progress—holds the potential for transformation. Growth isn’t a clean line. It’s the courage to remain present through what cracks us open.

	Value the Support of Others
    Healing never happens in isolation. The people who walk with us, who listen, who simply stay—those are the ones who carry us forward.

	Pursue Lifelong Learning and Adaptability
    To stay resilient, we must stay curious. Relevance is rooted in humility. We grow by continuing to evolve—at any age, in any season.

	Cultivate Meaningful Relationships
    Connection is a risk and a reward. The relationships that hold space for our truth, without trying to fix us, are the ones that help us thrive.

	Stay Purposeful and Relevant
    Purpose is not a title or a goal; it’s a daily return to what matters. We lead not through expertise alone, but through alignment—with ourselves, with others, and with what we value most.



You won’t find these five principles spelled out in every chapter of this book, but they live in each one. They are present in every scar, every broken silence, and every moment I chose to stay. These principles no longer belong to me alone. They belong to anyone who chooses healing over hiding, to anyone still learning how to be present, and to anyone brave enough to speak.

These five truths didn’t just help me survive; they are how I built a life of abundance.

This isn’t just my story; it’s a path—from trauma to truth, from abuse to abundance.

This is where mine begins. Maybe yours begins here too.

Either way, let’s end the silence.




PART I

GROW THROUGH WHAT YOU GO THROUGH

Every experience, whether born out of pain or progress, holds the potential for transformation. Growth isn’t a clean line. It’s the courage to stay present through what cracks us open. It’s awakening the spark, burning without breaking, and learning not to stay silent just because you were told “don’t tell.” It’s finding the strength to take one brave step forward, to become the shield when no one else can, and to survive being trapped in the silence. Even when wearing the mask feels like the only option, growth still waits beneath it, quietly shaping the person you’re becoming.




CHAPTER 1

AWAKENING THE SPARK

In the darkest moments, when we are forced to confront the very things we fear most, we often find the strength we never knew we had.

The smell of dinner still hung in the air: roast chicken, maybe potatoes. For a brief second, it almost felt like an ordinary night. But then:

“Get out of my sight before I really lose my temper!”

His voice exploded down the hallway, shaking our small duplex. Whiskey and smoke thickened the air. His words, sharp and hot, cut straight through me. The veins on his neck bulged as his eyes, wild with fury, locked onto my mother. Without warning, he shoved her hard. She cried out as she hit the floor. The sound of her fall echoed through the house.

“Please, stop! You’re hurting me,” she cried; her voice trembling as she crawled away.

“I’ll leave you alone when I damn well please,” he spat. “You’re useless! Can’t even make a decent meal!”

The untouched dinner sat on the table, cold and limp, like the promise of peace we never had.

I stood frozen, silent, and terrified; unable to move, and too young to fully grasp the horror of the situation, yet I felt its weight pressing down on me.

His eyes snapped to me, burning with anger and darkness.

“What are you looking at? Go to your room!”

His voice was thunderous, making my legs shake and my heart race. I backed away slowly, trembling, then turned and ran.

We lived in a cramped three-bedroom duplex just outside Chicago. My room was simple, with two beds: one for me, and one for my older brother, who was always out. The small bookcase in the corner held just a few items, none of which could protect me from the terror that filled our home. I carefully closed the door behind me, trying not to make any noise that would draw his attention. I pressed my back against the cool wood, my breath coming in shallow, rapid gasps. Through the thin walls, I could still hear his voice, each word another blow to my already fragile sense of safety:

“You’re useless!” he shouted, his voice rising and falling with anger. “Why can’t you do anything right?”

I sank to the floor, hugging my knees to my chest, trying to make myself as small as possible. My stomach was tight. My head buzzed. The world flipped upside down, and I could feel the terror in every muscle; every fiber of my being.

As I sat there, two thoughts ran through my mind: Please don’t hurt her, and why does she stay? I didn’t know love could look like that, or at least, that it shouldn’t. When he said he loved me, I didn’t believe him. That disbelief followed me, shadowed my relationships, and made it hard to trust kindness or accept love that didn’t hurt.

* * *

While the world marched for justice, civil rights, women’s liberation, and protests against the Vietnam War, I fought a different battle inside our walls. Their courage stirred something in me. If they could rise up, maybe I could survive.

As I listened to my father’s rage and my mother’s soft sobs, hope felt far away. My mother, despite everything, loved my father. She held onto the belief that if she showed him enough love and support, he might miraculously become the kinder, more loving husband she longed for. That shift never came. I wanted to comfort my mother and tell her it would be alright, but I knew better. My father’s anger was unpredictable, and any attempt to help would only make things worse. Stepping in during one of his rages would only have led to more violence. I thought about running away all the time. I knew the police wouldn’t help; in those days, they did not intervene, leaving families like mine trapped.

The neighbors had to hear the shouts, crashes, and cries. No one came. Maybe they were afraid. Maybe they just looked away. Either way, their silence made us feel even more alone.

Eventually, my mother’s sobs subsided, and the house grew quiet. I closed my eyes, retreating to a place in my mind where I could be strong; where I could protect her. Even now, decades later, the memory of it still tightens my chest, a lingering reminder of the fear that once ruled my life.

Some nights, the fear followed me into sleep. I would dream that I could fly, only not with wings; just me, rising above the house, the streets, the people. I flew everywhere: schoolyards, neighborhoods, downtown crowds, but mostly inside our home. Quiet. Unnoticed. I watched people laughing, fighting, and living. They never saw me and I never landed. I hovered above them and felt safe. In those dreams, I was still part of the world . . . just not inside it.

When I awoke the next morning, the house was quiet. The sun streamed through the window, casting a warm glow on the walls. Daytime always felt safer; my father would either be sleeping off his hangover, or already at work. It was a small respite, and because I knew I would be in school, I also felt safe.

The bruises on my mother’s face quickly shattered my illusion of normalcy. I was exhausted from not sleeping well. I put on a brave face, hiding my fear, and got ready for school. No one could know what happened behind our closed doors. As I left, I looked at my mother sitting at the kitchen table, staring blankly at her coffee, cigarette in hand. I gave her a small smile, hoping to offer some comfort. Still, her eyes were filled with resignation.

The bright sun outside felt wrong; too warm and too bright for the cold emptiness I carried inside. I wondered if anyone would notice the bruises beneath my skin; the ones that weren’t on my mother’s face. I felt the weight of every step as I walked to school that morning. The sounds of the world outside, like the chatter of kids walking and playing, felt muted, as if I were trapped in a bubble that muffled everything except the echo of my father’s voice. As I approached the school, I paused, taking a breath. In front of me was my temporary escape from the storm at home.

The violence began early; my brother and sister endured it too. We were born years apart, but we all knew the pound of his fist, the sting of his belt, and the silence that followed. We all heard the horrifying sounds of our father beating our mother, and, like me, they too were repeatedly beaten with our father’s belt buckle, and subjected to his violent rage time and time again.

My parents, Bernice and Jerry, met in Chicago and married in 1947, just after World War II had ended. Both families had fled the turmoil of Kiev in 1908, entering through Ellis Island and settling in Chicago. By coincidence, my grandparents came over on the same ship.

After they married, Bernice and Jerry moved to Gary, Indiana, with my older brother Phillip (who was five at the time), and opened a small grocery store. Beneath the surface, my father was already troubled: drinking to numb his pain, and gambling to escape reality. When their finances collapsed, they lost the store.

Jerry took a
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