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EDITOR’S NOTE SHAHANA DATTAGUPTA
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become "curators" of stories of courageous 
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression that 
involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability. For more about Shirin and Shahana, please visit the "About 
Us" page on Flying Chickadee's Web site: www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html



BACK

The third issue of Courageous Creativity is a milestone of sorts, although in the grand scheme of things, it's just another 
baby step. Over the three issues, we've strived to establish a tone, a rhythm, and a level of quality, while still allowing 
our efforts to be shaped by our pathfinders – our contributors and our readers. And how magnificently they have done 
so! By stepping out to share their stories, unique perspectives and insights, our contributors are definitely the soul of 
this zine. But openness and sharing are not created by the telling of the stories alone. Our readers provide the open 
arms, open minds and open hearts, so that these stories of courageous creativity are received with as much love and 
courage as with which they are offered. As a reader from New Delhi pointed out, "It also takes a lot of courage to read 
and really understand what is written in these pages – [they are] the doorway to so many hearts and minds..."

In the traditional workplace, I often struggled with the notion that we have two selves – "professional" and "personal". I 
found this duality decidedly artificial; only in the integrity of these two aspects – as a whole human – is to be found our 
best, most inspiring work. Personal is professional, and vice versa! In this issue, contributors demonstrate how they 
have integrated their personal and professional aspects, experiences and insights, to shape their life's trajectories. In 
the feature article, "Turning Pain Inside Out," Gerry Fryer, an actuary-turned-professional coach in Toronto, shares with 
us how he found his professional calling through his personal suffering – his debilitating migraines. In "The Mother-
Daughter Connection," Dr. Kavita Murty, a successful psychologist in Austin, confronts her lack of success in her 
relationship with her own daughter, beginning with facing her own self. In "War on Peace," Nitika Raj, a Seattle-based 
social worker, whose personal experience with family violence led her to serve domestic violence survivors, comes full 
circle to discover and accept that peace isn't found by fighting for it. With "I am," Paj Nandi, a public health professional 
for the State of Washington, attempts to reconcile and integrate two warring selves – his spirit and his inner critic. In 
"My Dream," architect Shweta Sinha portrays similar inner conflict through her painting. In our dialogue with Shane 
Herriott and Heather Wallace, we discover how they have translated their personal passions for sport, education and 
children to the making of a global autism consulting company. And last, but never the least, young Madi Dean shows us 
fresh perspective with her budding passion for photography.

Read on, spread the word and write in with your responses!

Shahana.

EDITOR’S NOTE

“IT ALSO TAKES A LOT OF COURAGE TO READ AND REALLY
UNDERSTAND WHAT IS WRITTEN IN THESE PAGES
 – [THEY ARE] THE DOORWAY TO SO MANY HEARTS AND MINDS..."



"The great artist Henri Matisse was once quoted saying that "creativity takes courage." It takes 
courage to…move forward with an idea in art, in business and in life…to step away from the norm and 
create something new. You do this knowing that you will be judged by others, and not always kindly.”
-Mike Holberg, Biznik, http://biznik.com/articles/creativity-takes-courage

ON COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY...
It turns out that there are a number of "creativity coaches" who write about our subject of interest,
some even using the term "courageous creativity." (There is even a conference by that title!)
Here are some excerpts from the writings of these thought leaders. 

BACK

"Doing something creatively means stepping off the beaten path… [this] takes courage…because we're 
clannish beings…[with]a suspicion of unique, distinctive solutions. Our stories are filled with cautions 
about the dangers of straying from convention…We both recognize the power of newness and fear it."
-Tom Guarriello, The True Talk Blog, http://www.truetalkblog.com/truetalk/2005/03/courageous_crea.html

"Developing the courage to live through and act in the face of our fears is one of the highest leverage 
activities that we can invest our lives toward…reducing our fear opens our connection to our greatest 
potential …by strengthening our connection to our source."
-John Geraghty, Courageous Authenticity, http://courageousauthenticity.com/about/

"Courageous Creativity is about maintaining your focus for longer. It's about following your interest, 
your passion, your curiosity – and finding out where it will lead you."
-Andrew Leigh, The Creative Instinct, http://www.thecreativeinstinct.com/2007/05/16/courageous-creativity/
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THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER CONNECTION DR. KAVITA MURTHY

Kavita Murthy is a licensed psychologist living in Austin, Texas. She has been in practice since 
1998, and has a passion for couples work, as well as for working with individuals who struggle 
with issues related to anxiety, and trauma.  Kavita also teaches one graduate course on 
Counseling Skills through St. Edwards University.  She is married with two school age children, 
and when she is not double checking homework or driving someone to piano lessons, she 
makes time to travel to new places with old girlfriends, stay physically active, keep up with the 
new generation by learning how to text and download new music, and finally, stay grounded by 
savoring new novels after everyone has gone to bed at night.

BACK

"NOTHING REALLY PREPARES YOU FOR THE JOURNEY OF BEING A PARENT,
NOT EVEN ACQUIRING A PH.D IN PSYCHOLOGY, OR TEACHING COURSES
IN CHILD DEVELOPMENT. IT'S FUNNY HOW THE REAL WORLD CAN FORCE
YOU TO FACE YOUR DEEPEST FEARS, AND HOLD YOU ACCOUNTABLE."



Nothing really prepares you for the journey of being a parent, not even acquiring a Ph.D in Psychology, or teaching 
courses in Child Development.  It's funny how the real world can force you to face your deepest fears, and hold you 
accountable.  This is what having children has been for me: a joyous, yet frightening ride , where there is no 
exit or "stop" button. And, just when you think you have it all figured out, your children's needs change, and you are right 
back where you started, perusing the self-help section, asking friends and neighbors for advice, while side stepping your 
family's expectations and traditions.

Four years ago, I was approached by several mothers in the neighborhood about starting a mother-daughter group. At 
the time, I had not heard of the recent publication of The Mother-Daughter Project which was being touted on all the 
morning talk-shows. (See: http://www.themotherdaughterproject.com).

The basic theme of this project is that all girls crave a connection with their own mothers as they approach, and later 
endure adolescence, but we as a society have given into the assumption that teenage girls and moms just do not mix! 
Similar to the old adage "Boys will be boys," our culture has adopted a standard that promotes a separation and 
distance between girls and their moms, right at the critical time when they need this connection the most. The book 
provides you with a broad basis for how to start your own group locally and discover how and when to discuss 
important, but sensitive topics with your daughters and make it fun in the process.  

I was very impressed, but I was not convinced that "my daughter and I" needed a group like this one. Couldn't we just 
go it alone, and figure this out ourselves? After all, I am a professional! I learned soon enough that my knowledge alone 
was not going to be enough to sustain the "perfect connection" between us.

(at times) 

“…ALL GIRLS CRAVE A CONNECTION WITH THEIR OWN MOTHERS AS THEY 
APPROACH, AND LATER ENDURE ADOLESCENCE, BUT WE AS A SOCIETY HAVE 
…THE ASSUMPTION THAT TEENAGE GIRLS AND MOMS JUST DO NOT MIX!"

THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER CONNECTION - DR. KAVITA MURTHY

BACK



Independent since day one, my daughter Kalyani's personality reflects those qualities that I struggle to accept or 
acknowledge in my own self - her deep introspection to the exclusion of social conventions, her anxiety around adults, 
her desire to be contrary and right at all costs, her total disregard for praise and encouragement, her inability to want to 
please others, were all maddening for me and left me on more than one occasion, exasperated and totally at my wit's 
end.  It became clear to me one day when I was having an angry interchange in the school hallway, and another mom 
quietly stepped in and intervened effectively, helping both of us reset.  It was in that moment that I made the realization 
that it truly does take a village to raise a child. I called my neighbor right away, "What was the name of that project 
again?" We were on our way. 

Our first meeting was very daunting for me, especially the process of carefully selecting who was going to participate in 
our group; the recommended ideal size being six to eight girls. As I flipped through the entire school directory, I 
remember being anxious and feeling the pressure to select the right people. In our case, the three original moms 
decided to choose one more mother-daughter-combo each.  I believe that our collective intuition allowed us to choose 
girls with an independent and creative streak, who seemed to struggle with similar issues related to confidence and 
social skills. (Meaning: they were not the most popular girls.)

The moms are very diverse in their professions, interests, and personalities.  Despite our differences, we have found 
solidarity as women first, and then as mothers. Part of the philosophy of this project maintains that this group is not only 
for the sake of the girls, but to aid in the mothers' well-being as well.  This has become a place where the girls can 
witness firsthand what it is like to see their own mothers relaxing, having fun and creating new friendships. The girls 
have now grown accustomed to listening to our stories of first crushes, or at what age we started our menstrual cycle, 
all with a bit of awe and excitement rather than embarrassment or shame.  

"INDEPENDENT SINCE DAY ONE, MY DAUGHTER KALYANI'S PERSONALITY 
REFLECTS THOSE QUALITIES THAT I STRUGGLE TO ACCEPT OR 
ACKNOWLEDGE IN MY OWN SELF…"

BACK

THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER CONNECTION - DR. KAVITA MURTHY



Since the group's inception, we have met monthly for three years now. Our goals have evolved and changed. In the 
beginning the focus was on Fun.  Too often, we as mothers are too busy to play with our children.  Between our work life 
and domestic chores, it is quite easy to push our children away and have them "Go Play" with others, when the reality is 
we need to be encouraging them to "Come Play" with us.  What I learned about myself during this stage was that I tend 
to give up when the task at hand (learning how to embroider, create origami, etc.) becomes too difficult or tedious for 
me, and then leave the scene in search of something more light-hearted. This leaves Kalyani feeling abandoned because 
I have not stuck with her through her own process that she deems as being "fun". This is something I could not have 
seen in myself so easily if it were not for this group.   

Currently, our daughters are in the fourth year of this process. With these fourth and fifth graders, we have begun the 
intimidating task of introducing more serious discussions about their bodies. Research shows that (out of fear) mothers 
tend to wait too long to bring up the "period" talk, or even the "where-do-babies-come-from" talk. Most twelve-year-old 
girls already know about sex, while most mothers are still debating how to bring up the subject. The ideal age to begin a 
dialogue is between nine and ten years old. In spite of knowing all this, I was overwhelmed with how to go about this, 
filled with doubts.  Would I be taking away my daughter's innocence by mentioning all this?   

To my amazement, the mother-daughter group has been able to take the fear out of answering some tough questions. 
Together we have formed a bond to support each other in this process.  When one mom finds herself stuck, another 
swoops in to handle a tough situation.  When one daughter is acting out to get attention, another mom can be a calming 
influence and help avoid the power struggle that can exist between mother and daughter.  

"...WE AS MOTHERS ARE TOO BUSY TO PLAY WITH OUR CHILDREN ... IT IS 
QUITE EASY TO PUSH OUR CHILDREN AWAY, AND HAVE THEM "GO PLAY" 
WITH OTHERS, WHEN ... WE NEED TO BE ENCOURAGING THEM TO "COME 
PLAY" WITH US. 

BACK

THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER CONNECTION - DR. KAVITA MURTHY



In particular, this has been very valuable for Kalyani and me. Recently when I could not attend a meeting, the feedback I 
got from the other moms was that Kalyani was less obstinate and more willing to accept the influence of others. This 
information made me wince: perhaps I put too much pressure on her to be congenial and "nice"? Knowing how I 
struggle with my own issues related to conflict, I realized that Kalyani's behavior in my presence is part of our dynamic, 
one in which I am fifty percent responsible. I cannot expect her to change without changing myself.  It is something I still 
strive to improve in my relationship with her and with others in my life – a work in progress.

Ultimately, as the book suggests, the goal for this group is to continue meeting, and discussing on a monthly basis, until 
the girls are ready to graduate from high school.  It sounds like a huge commitment, but in the end, it is our hope that it 
will be worth the effort we have invested. Our daughters will be able to turn to each other, as well as someone else's 
mother in times of stress or trouble, and will be able to feel safe within a group that allows them the freedom to just be 
themselves.  

I am so thankful that I decided to take a risk and become a part of something bigger than myself. I encourage each of 
you moms out there with daughters to consider starting your own group. After all, it is up to us to educate, nurture and 
empower our daughters, so that they can grow up to be fantastic women, and perhaps one day mothers themselves.

“KNOWING HOW I STRUGGLE WITH MY OWN ISSUES … I REALIZED THAT 
KALYANI'S BEHAVIOR IN MY PRESENCE IS PART OF OUR DYNAMIC, ONE IN 
WHICH I AM FIFTY PERCENT RESPONSIBLE. I CANNOT EXPECT HER TO 
CHANGE WITHOUT CHANGING MYSELF."

BACK

THE MOTHER-DAUGHTER CONNECTION - DR. KAVITA MURTHY
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I AM PAJ NANDI
Paj is a public health professional by day and a jack (or is it queen?) of several pursuits by 
night. He enjoys singing Hindustani classical music, cooking delectable meals and dining out, 
having philosophical and thought-provoking conversations with close friends and staying 
physically active by connecting with the outdoors. His other creative passions include dancing, 
interior design and writing – currently seedlings waiting to germinate. Originally from Kolkata, 
Paj grew up in New Delhi and Bangkok, and pursued higher education in the US. As world 
traveler, he is happiest when he is in Seattle, his home for over a decade. 

BACK

“I AM CONTENT WITH THE WAY I AM. BUT..."



I am

I am a good person. But are you good enough for them?

I am beautiful. But too bad you are not better looking.

I am smart. But according to whose standards?

I am intelligent. But you will never compare to their level of intelligence, will you?

I am generous, kind and thoughtful. But that isn't what others think of you or believe, silly. 

I am in love with the color of my skin. But if only it were two shades lighter.

I am tall enough. No you are not, Shorty.

I have a lovely voice when I sing. But it's certainly not close to where it used to be.

I have reconciled with my past and accepted my mistakes. But how can you ever forgive yourself for all the pain you caused?

I am learning from my mistakes. But you are not learning fast enough. Remember, you repeated the same mistake just the other day?

I am trying to live a healthier life and to stay positive. But shouldn't you be trying harder? 

I am capable of and striving to become a better human being. But do you actually have it in you?

I am learning to shun you out of my head. But who will keep you in check? Who will keep you in line?

I am seeking to create peace within myself. But then what will I do? Where will I go?

I am trying to let you go. But what about me?

I am content with the way I am. But…

I am.

I AM - PAJ NANDI

BACK
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TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT GERRY FRYER
Gerry Fryer is a professional coach based near Toronto. He has experienced a remarkable 
career transformation that has taken him from being a highly analytical expert – an actuary in 
a life insurance company – to having the soft skills required of a coach working with migraine 
sufferers who want to discover how to regain control over their disease. Gerry draws much of 
his strength from relationships within his extended family, as well as from the tranquility of his 
summer cottage in Ontario. His website is www.rencoach.ca.

"... I REALIZED THAT THE CLIENT, NOT THE COACH, WAS THE TRUE 
EXPERT IN THE COACHING RELATIONSHIP. THIS REQUIRED ME TO LET GO OF 
THE EXPERT ROLE THAT I HAD SPENT A LIFETIME BUILDING ... I LOOKED 
FORWARD TO A SECOND CAREER IN WHICH I COULD HELP PEOPLE ACHIEVE 
THEIR UNTAPPED POTENTIAL."



I have battled migraine disease for more than thirty years. I struggled, and still struggle, to understand this disease and 
to tame it. In the end, it has given me my calling.

That calling, that new mission in life, is to help other migraine sufferers regain control of their lives. Hundreds of 
thousands of people are unable to reach their potential because migraines interfere so much with their ability to live and 
work. My role is to help them discover how they can win back that control and expand the possibilities available to 
them.

Beginning the Journey
As a child, I was very bright, a natural speller, and a voracious reader; but I had limited social skills and few friends. 
Most of all, I loved playing around with numbers.

Several years after the start of my working life, I began to suffer from headaches. They interfered with my strong desire 
to do the best possible job and they caused me a lot of stress. The diagnosis was migraines, which was not totally 
surprising, as my mother was a migraineur and the condition is genetic.

I had been a lifelong high-achiever with perfectionist tendencies. I was an actuary (a mathematician who understands 
the workings of complex financial products like insurance). I made sure that my insurance company held enough 
financial liabilities to cover its promises to policyholders, and later I developed new and attractive products that they 
would buy. I tried to do the entire job, from understanding the input data right through to explaining the results to all 
interested parties. The pressures were significant. Simultaneously trying to satisfy the demands of the job and battling 
the migraines led me to a therapist who began to defuse the worst of my perfectionist characteristics.

"I HAD BEEN A LIFELONG HIGH-ACHIEVER WITH PERFECTIONIST 
TENDENCIES…SIMULTANEOUSLY TRYING TO SATISFY...DEMANDS...AND 
BATTLING THE MIGRAINES LED ME TO A THERAPIST WHO BEGAN TO 
DEFUSE THE WORST OF MY PERFECTIONIST CHARACTERISTICS."

TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT - GERRY FRYER

BACK



Outside the main theater, things were happening which were to lead to my eventual salvation. First, an actuarial student 
was assigned to assist me every year. I found that many of these student relationships were rich and productive, 
particularly if the person had flair and a can-do attitude. I also discovered that, in assigning a piece of work, I felt 
compelled to explain the "why" in addition to the "what." This approach mimicked my parenting style, because I had a 
strong need to be aligned, to be the same person wherever I was. 

The second outside development, a fortunate one, was that I became part of a high-performing product development 
team. Our leader had the wisdom to give a lot of scope to the players on the team – something I admired and had not 
seen before. I became interested in different leadership styles, as I reflected on the people I had worked for, good and 
bad, as well as the leaders in society at the time, like President Reagan. My informal management and leadership 
education had begun.

Crisis and Response
The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall. - Nelson Mandela

Until twenty years ago, I had been a solid contributor to my company, but rarely a leader. Migraines had 
definitely held me back. The events of the next few years turned my life in a completely different direction.

In my next assignment, I reported to a formerly brilliant man who, it later turned out, was gradually falling prey to brain 
disease. We did not know this; only that his words and actions were increasingly embarrassing and he often repeated 
himself. I did not receive the guidance that I had anticipated from him.  In today's terms, he was a toxic boss. My 
personal resources could not handle the stress he created.  I suffered a severe and frightening depression for which I 
was hospitalized for a month. What I witnessed in that ward shook me up severely.  Aided by my therapist, I recovered, 
and I resolved never to descend to that place again. 

“…THESE STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS WERE RICH AND PRODUCTIVE, 
PARTICULARLY IF THE PERSON HAD FLAIR AND A CAN-DO ATTITUDE…I 
BECAME INTERESTED IN DIFFERENT LEADERSHIP STYLES…[INCLUDING 
THOSE OF] THE LEADERS IN SOCIETY AT THE TIME…"

TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT - GERRY FRYER

BACK



The insurance industry, formerly staid and inward looking, was changing rapidly. My company hired an industrial 
psychologist to deliver the new messages. He told us that we were now all responsible for our lives and careers (as 
opposed to the company). His other memorable message was that, given a stimulus, people can react immediately, or 
wait for a moment and respond; this simple idea transformed my approach to human relations. Most importantly, I was 
now ready to consider all of his modern ideas about personal growth and overall business success; the status quo was 
no longer my refuge. 

A couple of years later, the company introduced a ten-day course on personal and professional development. It covered 
topics like the impact of the conscious and subconscious minds, goal-setting, and comfort zones. I lapped it up and 
applied the course's teachings from then on. The opportunity arose to be an in-house facilitator for the course, and I 
leaped at that. I went on to become a leader within the company rather than a technician, and the next period was the 
most rewarding of my career. I led a fledgling profit center of forty people to resounding success. 

And yet, through all of this, my migraines continued. How had I managed to succeed despite a disability which often 
took away my ability to think, the very currency of my profession? In retrospect, here are the main 
factors:

    1. I had innate determination to move ahead, not to settle for what I perceived as career mediocrity.

    2. Family support was crucial – my wife understood when I had to "drop out" and often sublimated her own 
        needs.

    3. Structured help from mentors such as my therapist and the psychologist played very important roles. We
        developed great rapport. For many years I had never found it easy to ask for help on a casual basis. 

    4. A flexible, if unofficial, work schedule. 

“…AN INDUSTRIAL PSYCHOLOGIST…TOLD US THAT WE WERE NOW ALL 
RESPONSIBLE FOR OUR LIVES AND CAREERS…I WAS...READY TO 
CONSIDER...MODERN IDEAS ABOUT PERSONAL GROWTH AND OVERALL 
BUSINESS SUCCESS; THE STATUS QUO WAS NO LONGER MY REFUGE."

TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT - GERRY FRYER
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Freedom and Choice
Change accelerated as the new century dawned. The insurance company for which I had worked for my whole career 
was bought by a larger one, and my job was declared redundant. I decided that my actuarial and insurance career was 
over, and that I would never rely on someone else for my livelihood again. Many options presented themselves, and I 
decided to continue with what I most enjoyed: expanding upon my mentoring and facilitation activities. Very quickly I 
discovered a nascent profession called Professional Coaching, and returned to school to become certified. 

Coaching education was a great experience. I learned about the value of active listening and the ability to 
create awareness in clients through simple questions. The real turning point, though, was when I realized that the client, 
not the coach, was the true expert in the coaching relationship. This required me to let go of the expert role that I had 
spent a lifetime building, and I looked forward to a second career in which I could help people achieve their untapped 
potential. 

It made sense that actuaries were my first target client group - after all, I still had a list! I felt that I knew the way my 
fellow professionals thought and also that an opportunity existed among actuaries who had reached the mid-career 
point and were re-thinking the rest of their working life. As a novice entrepreneur, marketing my new venture proved to 
be challenging, but overall the first phase of my coaching business was reasonably successful. 

All along the migraines continued at much the same level. Now, however, it was simpler to handle them – my schedule 
was flexible enough that "'time outs" were easier to slot in.

"I DECIDED THAT MY ACTUARIAL AND INSURANCE CAREER WAS OVER… 
EXPANDING UPON MY MENTORING AND FACILITATION ACTIVITIES…I 
DISCOVERED A NASCENT PROFESSION CALLED PROFESSIONAL COACHING, 
AND RETURNED TO SCHOOL TO BECOME CERTIFIED."

TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT - GERRY FRYER

BACK



Destiny
“Imagination grows by exercise, and contrary to common belief, is more powerful in the mature than in the young.”
 - Paul McCartney

In mid-2009, I re-evaluated my coaching career. Something was missing; the initial passion for helping my clients had 
dissipated. To continue as a coach, I needed to know more clearly who I was destined to serve, and how I could use my 
own experiences to do so.

The epiphany came a few months later. Of course -- my ongoing personal journey had provided all the clues!  My niche, 
the place where I can add the greatest value as a coach, is helping people who suffer from migraine headaches! In 
particular, my clients are migraineurs who use the health care systems, still suffer, and want to improve their quality of 
life. They are ready to take back control of their lives from the disease, with my coaching help. They want to be able to 
say "I can!" far more often than "I can't" in life and work situations.

Making this decision released great energy. I read current texts on migraines and developed my strategic plan and 
marketing strategy. I began talking to doctors that I knew, to see how my work fit with theirs. Soon I realized that social 
media was an ideal platform to reach my ideal clients, and a great teacher appeared to educate me on the best way to 
use this for marketing.

After a lengthy and tumultuous journey, the kid who loved numbers, the actuary and financial person of old, had finally 
been transformed – through his own pain – into a catalyst for the revival of lives which have been limited for too long. 
This is one of the glories of life, for I would never have predicted this career outcome.

I am spurred on daily because my clients have such potential…if only they can overcome those barriers that prevent 
them from participating more fully in life. All of them are unique and have strengths and gifts inside to draw upon, with 
my help, so that they can complete their own journey and reach their potential.

“AFTER A LENGTHY AND TUMULTUOUS JOURNEY...[I] HAD FINALLY BEEN 
TRANSFORMED – THROUGH [MY] OWN PAIN – INTO A CATALYST FOR THE 
REVIVAL OF LIVES WHICH HAVE BEEN LIMITED FOR TOO LONG."

TURNING PAIN INSIDE OUT - GERRY FRYER

BACK
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Hugh MacLeod is an artist who first made his name with "cartoons drawn on the back of business cards". He is also the 
author of "Ignore Everybody and 39 other Keys to Creativity," and CEO of Stormhoek USA.

The best way to support gapingvoid is to sign up to "Hugh's Daily Frickin' Cartoon" Newsletter. A new cartoon sent out 
every weekday morning to your inbox. A wee chuckle to start your day off right, etc.

Visit his gallery at http://gapingvoidgallery.com/. Fine art from $50-$12,000, originals and prints.

http://www.stormhoek.com/blog
http://gapingvoid.com/newsletter/
http://gapingvoidgallery.com/
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TWO ELEPHANTS MADI DEAN
Madi Dean is a twelve-year-old girl who is starting seventh grade at Salmon Bay Middle 
school.  She loves art, photography, and drawing. She has two younger brothers.  For sports, 
she enjoys rock climbing because it is an independent sport.  She became interested in 
photography this summer when she took a class.

BACK

"I WAS CONFUSED AT FIRST, AND THOUGHT THAT IT WOULD BE 
IMPOSSIBLE TO TAKE A GOOD PICTURE OF A TOY!" 



I am very proud of this picture because I worked hard on composing it and editing it.  In the photography class I went to, the 
teacher Bellen Drake had us all go to a park and take pictures of toys. I was confused at first, and thought that it would be 
impossible to take a good picture of a toy!  I reached into the bag of toys and pulled out a big elephant. After a while of 
looking in the bag I also found a little elephant. I ended up taking tons of pictures of the two elephants in the grass. 

This picture was my favorite of all because I made the colors really bright and made the grass purple. I also liked this picture 
because it has lots of extra space, so it looks like the elephants had somewhere to go, instead of just having them in a small, 
crowded space. And it showed a mother and a baby, which gives a bigger meaning than just two elephants.

TWO ELEPHANTS - MADI DEAN

BACK
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WAR ON PEACE NITIKA RAJ
"I don't deign to believe in God. I'm deeply grateful that God believes in me."  Nitika was born 
an old soul. It gets in the way of this young life at times. She believes in magic. She is a 
devotee, a dancer, and a poet. She is striving to dis-cover the writer in herself. She loves 
words, meaning, and meaningfulness. She admires food and loves to settle down in front of 
good TV with delicious treats or a cup of ginger cardamom chai. She was born in India, raised 
in Kuwait, and has lived in the United States for ten long years. Home continues to be 
dispersed among hearts.
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“I GREW UP WITNESSING A COMPLICATED, GENERATIONAL, HISTORICAL, 
CONTEXTUAL MICROCOSM OF FAMILY VIOLENCE. I LEARNED TO SURVIVE 
BEFORE I LEARNED TO RIDE A BIKE."



I've absorbed war on peace for as long as I can remember. From shrieking voices to slamming doors. Broken watches 
keeping broken time. Loud sobs underneath louder music. 

I grew up witnessing a complicated, generational, historical, contextual microcosm of family violence. I learned to 
survive before I learned to ride a bike. It was twenty years later that I claimed "survivor" as an identity and then I 
immersed myself in learning all about it. Six years ago my first job in the anti-violence movement found me: sexual 
violence prevention on a college campus.  Then in 2006 I started working at what I now call "my old job". I was doing 
my graduate social work practicum at Chaya, and I was twenty-four years old. That was less than ten months into 
Seattle, and I was still looking for home, friends, community, and myself.

I was fairly new to anti-domestic violence work. I learned a lot. I have been so moved, enraged, and inspired in this time 
that it has shaped me deeply. Rivers of stories flow through my veins, voices run over in my heart and mind. I remember 
her saying, "You will not judge me. And then I slapped him." I remember the art on my walls by INCITE: Women of Color 
Against Violence, against war, that stated "We are not the enemy."  I remember the first time a young man came out 
about child sexual abuse in public, at a gathering I helped conceive. I remember when I faced violence, and turned to my 
coworkers for safety. I remember how seeing my mother in between the lines of a handout on how violence shapes 
survivors, made me stop filing and start crying. I discovered that "grieving period" is a myth.

At the office I learned that the microwave and toaster oven couldn't be started at the same time, or the power would trip.  
I learned about power trips. I learned how complicated it is to hold secrets about violence, and how hard but incredible it 
feels to imagine community accountability. I learned that I am a survivor in more ways than I knew. I learned to survive 
better. I grew up a little, and learned how much more I have to go.  
During this time, I went through a marriage, a divorce, came out, and danced through it all. Then there came a time when 
I stopped dancing: I couldn't move my body the same way anymore. 

“I WAS FAIRLY NEW TO ANTI-DOMESTIC VIOLENCE WORK...SEEING MY 
MOTHER IN BETWEEN THE LINES OF A HANDOUT ON HOW VIOLENCE SHAPES 
SURVIVORS, MADE ME STOP FILING AND START CRYING. I DISCOVERED THAT 
"GRIEVING PERIOD" IS A MYTH."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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It was time to leave this relationship, too. Chaya had played a significant role in raising me, and I loved and grew it in 
return. Now it was time to leave home and find my older, wiser self who was dancing to a different tune. It's time to 
discover and grow in unexpected directions.

One turning point was attending a Secondary Trauma workshop, and learning that I may be unconsciously attempting 
"trauma mastery". Secondary trauma is the impact we vicariously absorb from the people we support, who have had 
traumatic experiences. It is painful and draining. Trauma mastery is the phenomenon of unconsciously recreating our 
initial traumas, when we are better equipped to deal with them as adults. The idea is that we are subconsciously trying 
to have a better outcome because we have more skills the second, third, or fourth time around. (Read more in Laura van 
Dernoot Lipsky's book "Trauma Stewardship"). What's striking is that trauma mastery actually has no positive impact on 
healing. This was all new information to me.
 
In addition, I was heartsick at the amount of violence I was experiencing and witnessing in my community over the last 
three years. One major crossroads was at the intersection of being queer and desi (South Asian). The choices we are 
presented with are an illusion of real options: choose to be yourself and to love freely, or to be loved and accepted by 
your family. That is not a choice. True Love is unconditional and infinite. The opposite of true love is not hate, but 
conditional love. A choice that splits my options for loving is a visceral breaking of the heart. The violence that is 
unleashed in the name of love is unacceptable. I have a term for it: Homophobia Verbal Abuse (HVA).  It covers a wide 
spectrum from accusations – of abandoning parents, to "being queer is a choice," to threats of killing or dying.  HVA has 
no boundaries, no time zone, no language barriers, and no cultural preferences. It is a child of patriarchy, and is as 
woven into our social fabric as any other form of violence. Surviving it and still holding on to your authentic self is a daily 
level of emotional, mental, spiritual work that some of us live with. The real choice is a lot simpler: Witness and rejoice in 
our beautiful whole loving selves.

“ONCE I CAME TO THE REALIZATION THAT I WAS OVERWHELMED WITH 
VIOLENCE AND WAS UNCONSCIOUSLY ACTING OUT TRAUMA MASTERY, MY 
HEART TURNED AWAY FROM THIS WORK."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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My heart is heavy under the weight of these cracks, and attempts to hold the pieces together. I couldn't control what 
happened in my life and community, but I could limit interacting with violence professionally. Once I came to the 
realization that I was overwhelmed with violence and was unconsciously acting out trauma mastery, my heart turned 
away from this work.  I want to say that I worked really hard and found a way out, but in all honesty, it found me. A new 
job waits. It feels like it was created especially for me, sent as a gift from the universe. 

I worked so hard and so long to create Peace. I looked for it everywhere: in prayer, in homes, in people. I found it 
nowhere, and everywhere: in music, in walks, in love. That's when I realized that building peace was internal work. 
Others may not accept us, but our lives are real and significant. I can live with integrity and dignity, and that allows me 
to offer unconditional kindness, acceptance and respect to others. Peace is an island in the ocean of chaos. It is 
calmness, a sense of being present to the balance between hope and faith. It is believing, but not expecting. When I 
stopped trying to control the outside, the inside stilled, and I found surrender within. Struggle is not a contradiction to 
peace; it is an opportunity, a test designed specially to get us farther along the path of ahimsa (nonviolence). It is a leap 
of faith, the first step towards enlightenment. My war on peace ended when I discovered that peace was inside me all 
along.

"PEACE IS AN ISLAND IN THE OCEAN OF CHAOS. IT IS CALMNESS, A SENSE 
OF BEING PRESENT TO THE BALANCE BETWEEN HOPE AND FAITH. IT IS 
BELIEVING, BUT NOT EXPECTING…MY WAR ON PEACE 
ENDED WHEN I DISCOVERED THAT PEACE WAS INSIDE ME ALL ALONG."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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IN DIALOGUE WITH SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE

Located in Seattle and started by Shane Herriott and Heather Wallace in 2009, STEPS (Success Through 
Education Play & Support) is a global autism consulting company that provides comprehensive 
educational, social, behavioral, and community services to young children on the autism spectrum. 
STEPS philosophy is that each child has the capacity to learn. This philosophy, in combination with the 
consultants' educational and professional experience in the principles of Applied Behavior Analysis 
(ABA), creates a commitment to serving each child in a way that is positive and successful.
Shirin talked to Shane and Heather about their journey with autism and the launching of STEPS. 
Here are some excerpts.
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"…CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE CHILDREN FIRST…THEY ENJOY AND ARE 
ENTITLED TO EXPERIENCE ALL OF THE THINGS THAT OTHER KIDS THEIR AGE 
DO. THEY HAVE SENSES OF HUMOR, THEY LIKE TO RUN OUTSIDE, THEY ENJOY 
READING A BOOK WITH MOM AND DAD AND GOING SWIMMING, THEY DON'T 
LIKE TO EAT VEGETABLES…"



SHIRIN - What led you to decide that you wanted to work with children with special needs?

SHANE - Actually I wanted to be a sports broadcaster growing up. I worked at ESPN right out of college and liked it for 
the time being, but really felt like I needed a job where I would be contributing something to society and could go home 
each night knowing that I had helped out in some way.  After ESPN, I moved to San Diego and started working at a 
school as a one-on-one aide to a second grader with autism. I knew virtually nothing about the disorder, but loved every 
minute of working with him at school.  Additionally, I became close with his family, and often babysat him outside of 
school as well. I decided to return to school (and return home to the Seattle area) in 2004, and get my masters in early 
childhood special education. 

HEATHER - I've always enjoyed working with children. After college I spent a year in South Korea teaching English and 
loved every minute of it. I know I wanted to work with kids but just wasn't sure exactly what I wanted to do with them or 
where to focus. When I returned from South Korea I started [working] with a young girl with autism. She was so much 
fun; I really enjoyed working one-on-one with her. I wanted to learn more about autism. This led me to Seattle, where I 
enrolled in the UW Early Childhood Special Education program. I worked at the EEU (Experimental Education Unit) which 
was a huge learning experience. I met a lot of people and started to focus most of my energy on just kids with autism. I 
enjoyed working in the classroom but really enjoyed working one-on-one or in small groups with children, which led me 
to work with children with autism. 

SHIRIN - How did the two of you meet and what was the motivation behind starting STEPS?

HEATHER - Shane and I met at the EEU. Shane was a year behind me in the program but we became friends. We talked 
about opening up our own consulting company someday. Shane spent time teaching at the EEU and I spent time working 
at the UW Autism Center. The timing was right when Shane decided to stop teaching and I was ready to leave UW. Both 
of us really wanted to 'do our own thing' and have a company where we can decide what to do and how best to serve 
our families.

“I NEEDED A JOB WHERE I WOULD BE CONTRIBUTING SOMETHING TO 
SOCIETY, AND COULD GO HOME EACH NIGHT KNOWING THAT I HAD HELPED 
OUT IN SOME WAY."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHANE- I met Heather right around when I started the Master's program and we have been friends ever since.  It's nice 
that we were educated the same way and have similar philosophies around educating children with autism.  We started 
talking about starting our own practice a few years ago and then at one point, we just kind of looked at each other and 
said "let's stop talking about it and actually do it".  We began the process of starting STEPS in January (ish) of 2009 and 
opened in late July/early August of that same year.  The motivation was that we wanted to help students and family who 
needed extra support and resources.  I think eventually we'd love to make our company more of a leisure based support 
system, to help children find activities that are interesting and fun and then to support them as they learn to participate 
in that activity.

SHIRIN - What have been some of the challenges you have faced as part of your journey?

HEATHER - Umm… there are a lot. Definitely the business side of things! Shane and I had never taken any business 
classes before and knew very little about how to start up a company. We are still learning daily on how to run a 
company. The financial part of starting up a company is hard too!

SHANE - I think not knowing a lot about the business side has been the most challenging part.  We always said that 
Heather and I are both very good at working with children with autism, but not as good at running a business.  It has 
been a steep learning curve, but it has been fun to learn that aspect of having a company. I still sometimes worry if 
we've paid the right bill or gotten the right license from the state, but we have done all the right things so far.  

I think another challenge for me was realizing what a process starting a business is.  Intellectually, I knew it was going 
to take a long time to build the business and gain clientele, but I don't think I truly pictured what that would look like, 
how we would have to market, what that meant for other aspects of my life etc.  It was difficult for me to see the big 
picture until I was actually in it.  

“… EVENTUALLY WE'D LOVE TO MAKE OUR COMPANY MORE OF A LEISURE-
BASED SUPPORT SYSTEM, TO HELP CHILDREN FIND ACTIVITIES THAT ARE 
INTERESTING AND FUN, AND THEN TO SUPPORT THEM AS THEY LEARN TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THAT ACTIVITY."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHIRIN - What about the rewards? Can you think of any particular experiences you might have had that made you feel 
like the struggle has been totally worth it? 

SHANE - Not to sound cliché, but every day is truly a reward.  I love coming to work, I love the children and families I 
work with, and I couldn't have asked for a better business partner.  I can't think of a particular story, but in general I feel 
the most proud when I see parents that begin to understand what ABA instruction is all about and start to use it with 
confidence at home.  Then they come to the next team meeting with an exciting story of something their child did for the 
first time, based on how they have been teaching/interacting with their child.  Empowering parents to feel more 
connected and better able to help their children, as well as seeing a child exhibit a newly learned skill are probably the 
best parts of my job!

HEATHER - There are a lot of rewards. It feels nice everyday to walk into 'your office' - it is our space and we can do 
what we want with it. Shane and I are able to take kids out in the community and really explore their interests. This is 
something I was unable to do at UW.  Another thing I enjoy about owning a company is all the hard work that we put into 
the company we see... for example - this summer we had our second summer of summer camps. Shane and I worked 
really hard on marketing the camps and organizing the camps. We had three full camps this summer as compared to 
last summer where we had two camps and only one was full.  We have come a long way in one year!

SHIRIN - There are a bunch of autism related service providers - consultants, therapists etc. It can be overwhelming for a 
parent sometimes to decide where to go. Why should a parent pick STEPS for their child? What do you think makes 
STEPS different from others?

“A FOCUS OF STEPS IS ON [HAVING A] PERSONAL TOUCH WITH EACH CLIENT, 
AND MAKING THEM FEEL THAT THEY ARE A PART OF STEPS… NOT JUST 
SOMEONE'S CLIENT."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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HEATHER - A focus of STEPS is on [having a] personal touch with each client, and making them feel that they are a part 
of STEPS… not just someone's client. Shane and I have a lot of experience. We have both taught in the classroom; 
Shane worked as a head teacher at the EEU and I spent just over three years at the UW Autism Center as a consultant.  
We both have our BCBAs [credentials] (Board Certified Behavior Analyst) too. Another thing that stands out about STEPS 
is our ability to take kids on community outings. We hope to have a social skills group this year which just focuses on 
community outings. 

SHANE - In addition to the quality of educational (both Heather and I have our Masters degrees from a top tier program 
at UW and I am currently getting my PhD in special education) and personal experience (Heather and I have worked with 
children for a combined over fifteen years nationally and internationally), we are one of the only companies in Seattle 
that is a two-person firm.  You either have bigger consulting companies or single consultants, yet I feel like having the 
two of us, you get the best of both worlds.  We are small enough that we can [have] really individualized programs, give 
each family the attention they deserve and provide quality services but at the same time having two of us means we can 
constantly collaborate and provide each other with new ideas and that therapy/supervision can still go on regardless of 
if one of us is on vacation or sick.   

Additionally, both of us have classroom experience, which I believe is a key for consultants. We are here to support a 
child as he/she navigates through life and school is a big part of life.  Knowing how a classroom runs, what supports are 
needed within a classroom and what the realistic expectations for both the student and teacher are makes us quality 
consultants. Finally, Heather and I are both active people who have enjoyed a range of leisure experiences and we bring 
that desire for participation to our jobs.  We enjoy going out into the community with our clients to give them functional 
experiences such as playing at parks, going to the grocery store, riding a city bus, and going bowling.  We go beyond just 
working in the home or at our office because we want to give our children the tools they need to become more 
independent in all aspects of their life.

 "I FEEL THE MOST PROUD WHEN…PARENTS…BEGIN TO…USE [ABA 
INSTRUCTION] WITH CONFIDENCE AT HOME…THEY COME TO THE NEXT 
TEAM MEETING WITH AN EXCITING STORY OF SOMETHING THEIR CHILD DID 
FOR THE FIRST TIME..." 

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHIRIN - More children than ever before are being diagnosed with autism. Is there something you would like people to 
know about autistic kids, and how the community can help them as well as support their families? 

SHANE - Great question! I think that people who have not been around children or adults with autism really need to 
understand how difficult social interactions are for people with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder). When you think about 
contexts that are successful for people with autism, they are usually predictable, routine, discrete, and have salient 
visual supports.  None of these factors are present in a social interaction which is fluid, flexible, and often has multiple 
communication modalities (verbal and nonverbal), making it extremely difficult for a person with autism to process, 
understand, and respond appropriately to.  Thus social interactions can be awkward, strained, or non-existent.  

We have to educate more people in the community about this disorder such that they are better able to understand WHY 
a child might act the way they do.  I think understanding how hard a person with autism works to learn about and adapt 
to their surroundings is key to knowing how to interact with and support people with autism. I also think I would want 
people to know (as my advisor Dr. Ilene Schwartz always says) that "children with autism are children first", meaning 
that they enjoy and are entitled to experience all of the things that other kids their age do.  They have senses of humor, 
they like to run outside, they enjoy reading a book with mom and dad and going swimming, they don't like to eat 
vegetables…we must always keep this in mind as we are interacting with children on the spectrum. 

HEATHER - Autism is touching all people and communities at an alarming rate. My advice is to be patient and don't be 
quick to judge people when you see them in the community or in the classrooms. Everyone is different and it is about 
embracing people's strengths and interests.  As for a community, I think if people listen to one another and accept one 
another we will be okay.

To learn more about Shane and Heather's work, you can visit the STEPS website at www.autismsteps.com

Other autism related websites with more info and resources:                                                             
Autism Speaks: http://www.autismspeaks.org/                                                                               
Families for Early Autism Treatment: http://www.feat.org/

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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MY DREAM SHWETA SINHA

Shweta Sinha is an architect born and raised in India, who has lived and worked in the US for almost a 
decade, fusing her unique aesthetic perspective with elements from both east and west. Currently a full-
time mom to one-year-old Aicha, she paints in her free time.
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“SUBCONSCIOUSLY, I THINK THE PAINTING TAPPED INTO MY FEELINGS OF 
BEING BIG AND BULKY, AND TIED DOWN BY MY PREGNANCY."



"My Dream" was painted when I was pregnant. I had been doing a lot of portraits and still life, and I knew I wanted to paint 
something more dynamic. I was thinking about it one morning as I was contemplating getting out of bed, fell asleep for a 
little bit and that is when I saw the idea. The figure is me riding free with wild horses. Subconsciously, I think the painting 
tapped into my feelings of being big and bulky, and tied down by my pregnancy.
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MY DREAM - SHWETA SINHA

MY DREAM
18” X 24” OIL ON CANVAS
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