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Chapter One – The First Lines

My earliest memory is not a face or a place.

It is fear.

Not the loud kind, with shouting and slammed doors. This fear is quiet and total. It lives 
in my chest, in the way my stomach pulls tight, in the sense that something in the world 
is not as safe as it should be. I don’t have the word “anxiety” yet. I only have sensation.

I am four years old, behind our garage in the late afternoon heat. The air is thick with 
the green smell of tomato plants and damp soil. Light is low and long. Shadows don’t 
just fall; they stretch, bending across the ground like they’re trying to reach me. Sound 
behaves strangely too. A car door shuts at the front of the house and echoes back here 
as if the space between is bigger than it should be.

My father crouches beside me between the rows of plants. He is young—too young, 
maybe, to understand how much power an image has inside a child’s mind. He is 
teaching me something, or thinks he is. To him it’s just a moment in the garden. To me, 
it will be the opening scene of my inner life.

He parts a cluster of leaves and I see them.

Worms. Fat. Green. Silent.

They cling to the stems like they don’t belong to this world. They barely move, which 
somehow makes them worse. Being still, they feel like intention without motion, like 
something waiting. My father plucks one free and holds it up between his fingers. Its 
body curls, tightens, relaxes, hangs.

“Look,” he says.

I don’t want to look. But there it is, filling my vision.

This is what people don’t understand about a child’s imagination: there is no reliable 
boundary between suggestion and reality. You don’t see what is. You see what it could 
be. A worm is not just a worm. It’s a feeling, an idea, a threat your nervous system 
paints in whatever colors it has available.

That night, the worms return. Not as garden creatures, but as something else entirely.

In my dreams they are enormous. Bodies the length of buses, thick as tree trunks, skin 
pulsing with a sickly green light. They rise up out of the earth and split open slowly, like 
wounds. From inside them come other things: legs, joints, eyes, spiders crawling out of 
a living tunnel. Movement without meaning. Intensity without explanation.



They come for me.

They come for my sisters.

There is nowhere to run.

I wake up screaming. Then I fall back to sleep. They come again.

The nights stack. Fear stops being an episode and becomes a climate. I don’t travel to 
it; I live inside it. There is no clear line where dreams end and morning begins. 
Whatever door opened in my mind when my father held up that worm does not close.

During the day, the world starts to feel unreliable. I drift. I slip sideways out of moments 
without warning. People talk and their voices sound distant, as if I’m underwater and 
they’re on the shore. My body is physically present at the table, in the yard, at school, 
but parts of me are walking through the same landscapes my nightmares built.

Adults see pieces of this but not the whole. They see a quiet child, a distracted child, 
maybe a dramatic one. What they don’t see is that my mind has stopped respecting 
their categories. “Real” and “imagined” are no longer separate. Day and night, inside 
and outside, safe and unsafe—they all bleed into one exposure.

My father notices first. He watches me float away while I’m standing right in front of him. 
Fear moves into him now, a different kind. His brother lived inside a mind that eventually 
turned against itself, a diagnosis big enough to take up a whole family’s vocabulary: 
paranoid schizophrenia. He has that word. I don’t. He also has the memory of what it 
did to his brother.

He tries to fix what he can see.

He picks up worms in front of me, lets them crawl on his arms. He tells me again that 
they’re harmless, that my dreams aren’t real, that I’m safe. He is using his own body as 
proof. He believes if he can show me daylight is benign, the nights will follow. But the 
problem isn’t the worms.

It’s the meaning I gave them.

Once the mind has assigned meaning, especially under the pressure of fear, it rarely 
dissolves just because someone offers new information. The images have already 
colonized my inner world. Logic shows up late to the scene.

No one is talking about trauma. No one uses words like “sensory processing.” There are 
no diagrams of brains on the kitchen table. There is only a boy who can’t explain what is 
happening inside him and a father who is terrified of seeing his brother’s story replayed 
in his son.



What neither of us knows is that something else is growing beside the fear. It’s quieter, 
less dramatic, easy to miss. It lives in the same deep place but behaves differently. It 
doesn’t chase me; it waits for me. It doesn’t overwhelm; it organizes.

It begins with a pen.

One afternoon someone—maybe my mother, maybe a teacher—puts a cheap blue 
ballpoint in my hand and slides a blank sheet of paper in front of me. There is no 
assignment. No instructions. No “draw this” or “color inside the lines.” There is just 
emptiness and a tool.

I touch the point to the paper and draw a line.

It curves. It bends. I don’t lift the pen. I don’t let it cross itself. The line loops and drifts 
across the page as if it already knows where it has to go. I am not planning the path. I’m 
following it.

Something happens.

The room doesn’t change, but my experience of it does. The sounds soften. The air 
feels thicker, slower. My breathing evens out without me deciding to control it. The 
worms, the splitting bodies, the rushing monsters—none of them disappear, but they 
move back a few steps.

This is the first time my imagination is not happening to me. It is happening through me.

I don’t know the word “agency,” but I feel it. The line is mine. I decide when it curves, 
how fast it moves, when it stops. Fear is still alive, but I am doing something other than 
being afraid.

To anyone else who might have walked by, that drawing would look like nothing: a 
child’s scribble, a restless hand. To me it is the first boundary I ever drew between 
myself and the chaos in my own head.

That line is not just an image. It is a claim. It says, quietly, “This is where the monsters 
end and I begin.”

There is no applause. No one frames it. It gets stacked with other papers and lost to 
time. But inside me, something irreversible has started. Art has entered my life, not as 
decoration, not as pastime, but as survival technology.

Later, I would understand that what I was doing on that page is what I would spend a 
lifetime doing with cameras, brushes, and screens: taking something overwhelming and 
breaking it down into controlled gestures. A single continuous line is the simplest version 
of a process I would repeat at much larger scales—mapping feeling into form, turning 
raw terror into a composition I could walk around inside instead of drown in. Long before 



I knew words like “process” or “technique,” my hand was teaching my nervous system a 
method: start somewhere, move slowly, do not cross your own boundary, and keep 
going until the image feels true enough to put the pen down.

Later, people will describe me as creative, talented, artistic. They will see photographs, 
magazine spreads, layered images that hang on walls and land in portfolios. They will 
meet me as a man, not a four‑year‑old boy shaking in his bed. They will see the output 
and assume the input was inspiration.

They will not know that it began with a nervous system on fire and a kid trying to pull 
himself back from the edge with a single unbroken line.

Years after this first drawing, in another bed in another place, I will lie awake next to a 
woman whose beauty and fragility stir the same kind of overwhelming intensity in me 
that the worms once did. She will be the latest in a long pattern of people I fall for too 
quickly and too completely. My heart will pound in my chest in a way that frightens my 
doctors and embarrasses me.

I will feel that same collapse of boundaries—between me and her, between what I hope 
and what is actually happening, between the stories in my head and the reality in front 
of me. I will confuse signals, misread timing, cling to moments longer than they can 
bear.

And when she finally pulls away—as so many have and will—I will do what that 
four‑year‑old boy did.

I will reach for whatever tools I have at hand.

A camera.

A keyboard.

A page.

I will make an image out of what’s breaking me.

I don’t know any of this standing behind the garage with my father. Right now I am just a 
kid whose world is too big and too loud, whose mind has more pictures than it knows 
what to do with. Right now the line drawing is just a way to feel okay for a few minutes.

But if you pull back, if you frame my whole life at once instead of just this scene, you 
can see it clearly:

The same imagination that creates the fear also creates the cure.

The same intensity that makes love feel impossible will later pour through a lens.



The same inability to accept the world as it is will become a refusal to make shallow art.

The monsters come first.

The line comes next.

Everything else—

the photographs, the women, the chapters of love that flare and end,

the nights in the city, the surgeries, the walking, the magazine,

the philosophy—

all of it grows out of this first quiet act:

A boy deciding, on a blank page, to draw a boundary the world never showed him. 



Chapter Two – The Problem of Time

Not all confusion looks like failure.

Some of it looks like defiance.

If you had seen me in elementary school, you might have thought I was slow. Or 
stubborn. Or both. I stared at clocks the way other kids stared at math problems they 
didn’t understand—except what I didn’t understand wasn’t the numbers. It was the 
point.

Adults kept trying to explain time to me as if it were a thing. A solid. Something out there 
I could memorize.

“This is twelve,” they’d say, pointing at the top of the clock. “This is three. When the little 
hand is here and the big hand is here, that’s what we call two‑thirty. You see? It’s 
simple.”

I saw the hands. I saw the numbers. I could parrot back what I was told. But inside, 
nothing clicked. It felt arbitrary, like someone had taken a mystery and wrapped it in 
cardboard so we could pretend it made sense.

I remember asking questions that didn’t make teachers happy.

“If this is the year whatever‑number, what came before that? And before that? Where 
does it actually start? And what does a man’s birthday have to do with where we are in 
time?”

They wanted memorization. I wanted meaning.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t learn. It was that I couldn’t accept an answer that expected me to 
worship the calendar the way other people worshiped God. “Because that’s how we do 
it” was not a satisfying cosmology to my child brain.

The same thing happened with dates. Months, days, years—they floated around me like 
confetti I was supposed to catch and arrange into something coherent. But every time I 
tried, my hands came up empty. History class might as well have been fiction. “In 
1776...” they’d begin, and I’d think, Why does that sequence of numbers matter more 
than any other?

No one told me that time, as we use it, is a system of agreement. A shared illusion that 
helps us meet for lunch and file taxes. They spoke of it as if it were a natural law. I 
wasn’t refusing to learn the system. I was refusing to confuse it with truth.

Long before I heard anyone talk about quantum reality or parallel possibilities, my body 
already knew there was a difference between what the world agreed to call “real” and 



what actually unfolded inside a moment. The clock measured one thing; my nervous 
system measured another. One kept track of where the hands were. The other kept 
track of how it felt to stand in a room, how long terror lasted in the chest, how quickly 
beauty could rearrange an hour. What adults called time felt like a grid laid on top of 
something living—useful for trains and roll call, useless for measuring what an 
experience really was.

On paper, this looked like a problem. I couldn’t tell time “properly.” I got dates wrong. I 
couldn’t anchor myself in the school’s version of reality. I drifted, lost not in fantasy, but 
in questioning.

Concerned adults did what concerned adults do. They sent me to people with degrees 
and couches.

The expectation was simple: they would find out what was wrong with me. Maybe I was 
resistant. Maybe oppositional. Maybe lazy. Maybe my mind was already slipping into the 
same darkness my father feared.

But something different happened in those small rooms. When I spoke—when I actually 
explained how I was thinking—some of them saw something other than pathology.

They saw that I wasn’t refusing to engage. I was deconstructing.

Time, as it was presented to me, didn’t feel like reality. It felt like an overlay. My mind 
wouldn’t swallow it whole, so it chewed on it instead. I questioned the edges. The 
assumptions. The starting points. That made me a bad test‑taker. It also made me a 
very unusual child.

I remember the moment it flipped—from “slow” to “gifted.” One day I was the kid who 
couldn’t read an analog clock correctly; the next, I was sitting in advanced learning 
classes with kids who finished their work before the instructions were done.

It didn’t make sense to anyone who was keeping score. How do you reconcile a boy 
who can’t place himself in history class but can talk for an hour about why the concept 
of “now” is philosophically unstable?

The answer was simple: my difficulty wasn’t with intelligence. It was with alignment.

If something had meaning, I could absorb it whole. If it didn’t, my mind simply refused to 
grip.

I discovered something about myself that would shape the rest of my life: I couldn’t 
always choose what my brain cared about.



I couldn’t read books the way other kids did. Not one novel from cover to cover. My eyes 
would slide off the page, my mind drift sideways. The narrative didn’t stick; it felt like 
someone else’s dream I was being asked to inhabit for too long.

But give me a technical diagram, a system, a piece of machinery, an explanation of how 
a thing actually worked—and I lit up. I could take in hundreds of thousands of words of 
dense material and retain almost all of it, not as trivia, but as structure.

Narrative didn’t hold me. Pattern did. Logic did. Visual systems did.

Spelling was another battlefield. English is a cruel joke for someone who loves logic. 
Rules appear and then immediately break themselves. Exception piles on exception. 
Words don’t behave. They refuse to settle into patterns.

For a mind like mine, that felt like chaos masquerading as order. I resisted it 
instinctively. My spelling tests became performance art in creative approximation. 
Teachers assumed I wasn’t trying.

Inside, I was trying very hard—to protect my brain from noise that looked like structure 
but wasn’t.

Math, presented as pure procedure, bored and frustrated me. When it was taught as a 
series of steps to perform by rote, I disconnected. But when someone showed me why 
an equation behaved the way it did, when I could see the relationship, I could fly.

In one context I looked damaged. In another I looked advanced. The difference wasn’t 
me. It was the relationship between what I was being asked to learn and how my mind 
needed to learn it.

All this time, art was waiting in the corner.

Long before cameras and darkrooms and gallery openings, there were crayons and 
butcher paper and quiet afternoons where no one was assessing me. In that space, I 
didn’t have to accept anyone else’s definitions. I could build my own.

Art was the one place where my questions weren’t a problem. Where there was no 
“wrong” way to see. Where time didn’t matter. A drawing didn’t take forty‑five minutes or 
two hours. It took however long it took. It existed outside the clock.

When I was drawing, no one asked me what year it was, what page we were on, or 
what deadline I was missing. They just looked at the result and, occasionally, said, 
“Wow.”

Those moments anchored me.



In third grade, my teacher, Mrs. Paola, asked for a volunteer to draw an airplane on the 
board. My hand went up before my self‑doubt could stop it. I walked to the front of the 
room, picked up the chalk, and the same thing that happened with the blue pen 
happened again.

The line took over.

I didn’t sketch a simple cartoon plane. I built one. Piece by piece. Wing by wing. 
Window by window. The room went quiet. I could feel her eyes on my back, not in 
judgment, but in attention.

Being seen in that moment did something almost as important as the drawing itself. It 
told me that what was happening inside my mind had value to someone other than me.

Later, in sixth grade, another teacher, Mrs. Hale, handed me something even more 
dangerous: trust. There was a long wall in the school that needed a mural. Somehow 
the quiet kid who couldn’t keep track of dates ended up with a brush in his hand, 
responsible for most of what hundreds of students would see every day.

Identity is not built only from what we fear. It’s built from where we are allowed to create.

I was still small. Still shy. Still drifting out of conversations into interior landscapes no 
one else could see. But I had somewhere to put it now. Art wasn’t just escape. It was 
translation. It was a bridge between my inner world and the outer one.

One day in art class, we did an exercise that, in retrospect, explains my entire life.

We covered a sheet of paper in thick layers of bright crayon—wild colors, chaotic swirls, 
no plan. Then we took black crayon and filled the whole page, burying everything 
underneath a skin of darkness. When it was completely covered, we picked up 
toothpicks and began to scratch.

Lines cut through the black, revealing neon color beneath. Every scratch was a choice: 
how much to reveal, how deep to cut, what shape to allow the hidden colors to take.

Color beneath darkness. Always there. Just waiting for the right pressure.

At the time, it was just a project. Now, I can see it as a diagram of consciousness. We 
pile experience on experience, cover it with whatever we need to survive—sarcasm, 
toughness, indifference—and then some sharp moment scratches the surface and 
shows what’s still glowing underneath.

That’s what art became for me: controlled scratching.



At home, my parents were always documenting. Cameras appeared at events. Super‑8 
film whirred at holidays. My father liked to capture moments. I became his light man, 
standing just outside the frame, helping shape what would be remembered.

Even then, another idea was forming: reality is not just what happens. It’s what gets 
framed. What gets chosen. What gets captured.

Eventually, one of those cameras ended up in my own hands. A Kodak. Plastic. Simple. 
But when I looked through the viewfinder, something clicked that had nothing to do with 
the shutter.

Here was a way to manage distance.

Through the lens, I could be close without being overwhelmed. I could look straight at a 
scene and, at the same time, stand outside it. The frame was a boundary—like that first 
line on the paper, except now it surrounded pieces of the world.

I didn’t know it yet, but that little rectangle would eventually do for my relationships what 
it was already doing for my mind: give me a way to handle intensity without drowning in 
it.

In school, time stayed a problem. Report cards arrived. Conferences were held. People 
worried in hallways about whether I would be okay.

But there was one place no one questioned my competence: wherever there was a 
blank surface and something to mark it with.

Looking back, I can see the pattern beginning to take shape.

The same brain that refused to accept arbitrary systems also refused to accept arbitrary 
love.

The same insistence on meaning that made me bad at memorizing dates would one 
day make me bad at pretending I didn’t feel what I felt for a woman.

The same need for structure that drew me to art would later draw me to photography, to 
computers, to networks, to any system that could organize chaos.

At the time, though, I’m just a boy who can’t read a clock without arguing with it.

Adults think I’m behind. Some tests say I’m ahead. The truth is simpler and stranger:

I am out of sync with how the world keeps time.

So I start keeping my own—



in lines, in colors under black,

in frames, in pictures.

While everyone else is learning to live by the calendar,

I am quietly learning to live by the image.

And someday, when love shows up late and leaves early, ignoring all the schedules I 
had for it,

I will turn to the only clock that ever made sense to me:

The one that measures life not in hours or years,

but in what you make out of what you feel. 



Chapter Three – Teachers Who Framed Me

You can survive a long time on fear and confusion.

You cannot build a life on them.

What saves you, if you’re lucky, is that somewhere in the mess there are people who 
see more than what’s wrong. They catch a glimpse of what’s trying to come through 
you, not just what’s happening to you. For me, those people first showed up in 
classrooms.

By the time I reached third grade, my reputation had already split in two. In one version, 
I was the kid who couldn’t tell time, who drifted out of lessons, who lost track of the day 
and got dates wrong on tests. In the other, I was “bright,” “advanced,” the one the 
specialists decided belonged in gifted programs.

Same boy, same brain, two opposite stories.

Most adults didn’t have the patience to reconcile that contradiction. They picked one 
story and treated me accordingly. Either I was a problem to be managed or a talent to 
be exploited. Very few saw both.

Mrs. Paola did.

She was my third‑grade teacher, the one with the steady gaze that could land on you 
without feeling like a spotlight. One morning she stood at the front of the room, held up 
a piece of chalk, and said, almost casually, “Who wants to draw an airplane?”

Hands shot up. Mine rose with them before my self‑consciousness had time to speak. 
She scanned the room and pointed at me.

“John, why don’t you try?”

The walk from my desk to the chalkboard felt longer than it was. I could feel thirty little 
sets of eyes on my back, waiting. The clock on the wall ticked in a language I still didn’t 
respect. The numbers meant nothing to me. The blank space on the board meant 
everything.

I took the chalk.

The moment the tip touched the surface, the same thing that happened with the blue 
pen happened again. The line took over.

I didn’t think, Now a wing, now a tail, now a window. My hand moved as if the plane 
already existed and I was just tracing it out of the air. I built it piece by piece: fuselage, 
wings, windows, tail, engines. The outline had weight, perspective, intention.



The room went quiet.

When I finally stepped back, I heard it—the soft sound that artists live for: a mix of 
surprise and recognition.

“Wow,” someone whispered.

I turned and saw Mrs. Paola watching me. Not in disbelief, not in confusion, but in 
something else: understanding. It was the look of someone who has been waiting to see 
what a child can actually do when given the right kind of blank space.

“Class,” she said, “I think we’ve found our artist.”

It was a small sentence, but it rearranged my interior furniture. There was now a label 
for something inside me that had previously only been a coping mechanism. Drawing 
was no longer just the thing that kept the worms away. It was an ability. A calling. A way 
to contribute.

Being “the kid who could draw” did not fix my problems with time or dates or spelling. 
But it gave me another axis to rotate on. I was no longer defined entirely by what I 
couldn’t do.

A few years later, in sixth grade, another teacher put even more weight on that axis.

Her name was Mrs. Hale. She had the no‑nonsense posture of someone who had seen 
too many kids give up on themselves too early. One day she wheeled in a cart stacked 
with paint, brushes, and jars of water, and led our class down a hallway I’d walked a 
hundred times without really seeing.

On one long wall, there was nothing but beige paint and scuff marks.

“We’re going to change this,” she said. “We’re doing a mural.”

Hands went up with questions. What kind? How big? Of what? She smiled and started 
assigning small tasks—clouds here, trees there, a border along the bottom.

Then she turned to me.

“John, I want you to help design the main scene. You’ll be leading most of this.”

The words landed heavy. Lead. Most. I wasn’t used to being asked to lead anything. I 
was the kid who lost track of time, who forgot assignments, who lived half his life in his 
head. Leadership sounded like a responsibility for people who could hear the clock 
clearly.



But she handed me the brush anyway.

There is a particular feeling when a large blank surface belongs to you, even 
temporarily. It’s a mixture of terror and exhilaration. You can’t hide on a wall the way you 
can on a sheet of notebook paper. Whatever you do, everyone will see, every day, for 
as long as the building stands.

I started in the middle. A horizon line. A sun. Figures. A scene that grew as I worked, 
students drifting in and out with their assigned elements while I held the composition 
together.

Hours disappeared. No one asked me what time it was. No one reminded me what 
period we were in. Time blurred the way it did when I was terrified—but this time, the 
feeling wasn’t panic. It was flow.

At some point, I felt a presence at my side. It was Mrs. Hale, standing quietly, watching 
me lay down color.

“You know,” she said, “you see space differently than most kids your age.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing. She continued.

“Remember that. Schools will test you on a lot of things. They won’t test you on this. But 
this is real.”

That sentence stayed with me longer than the paint stayed on the wall. Real. In that 
moment I started to understand that seeing like an artist isn’t just about talent; it’s about 
how you arrange the world in your head before you ever touch the surface. You learn to 
feel where a horizon should sit so the scene can breathe, where a figure needs to stand 
so the weight of the image doesn’t tip, how much empty space to leave so the eye has 
somewhere to rest. Even as a kid, I was quietly running those calculations: balancing 
shapes, checking edges, making sure the story of the wall read from left to right like a 
sentence. No one called it process, but that’s what it was—a way of building reality on 
purpose instead of letting it sprawl.

In a world where so much felt arbitrary—dates on a page, hands on a clock, rules that 
bent and broke without warning—here was something solid. The way I saw space, the 
way I arranged forms, the way I could hold an image in my head and transfer it to a 
surface—that was real.

It was the first time an adult framed my difference as a gift instead of a deficit.

At home, art began to move from margins to center. My parents, always fond of 
cameras, started to notice that when I held one, I didn’t just snap pictures. I composed. I 
waited for moments. I framed.



On holidays, I wasn’t just in the photos; I was making them. I watched the way light hit 
faces, the way bodies moved through rooms, the way a scene became interesting if you 
tilted the lens two inches to the left.

My father shot Super‑8 film, and I became his helper. While he focused on the action, I 
learned to pay attention to everything else: brightness, shadows, what would be visible 
on the developed film and what would disappear.

I stood just outside the frame, literally and figuratively.

That position suited me. I wasn’t comfortable in the center of things. I liked being close 
enough to feel the energy but far enough to observe it. Later, that balance would define 
how I moved through whole worlds—nightclubs, studios, relationships.

At this stage, though, it was simpler: I was discovering that reality looks different 
depending on where you stand and what you point at.

Teachers and cameras were teaching me the same lesson in different languages:

You can’t always control what happens.

But you can learn to control how it’s framed.

That idea would become the backbone of my life as an artist. It would also become the 
way I survived love.

Because if you fast‑forward a few decades, past nights in studios and bars, past models 
and muses and heartbreak, you’ll find me reaching again and again for the same tools: 
a frame, a surface, a way to turn a feeling into an image.

When a woman leaves abruptly without explanation, when a chapter of love ends 
mid‑sentence, the hurt is real. The confusion is real. But so is the choice I make in the 
aftermath.

I sit down. I pick up a camera, or I open a blank document. I scratch through the black 
layer of whatever just happened and try to reveal the color beneath.

It doesn’t erase the event. It reframes it.

That’s what those early teachers gave me, more than grades or praise or extra credit. 
They handed me responsibility for the frame.

They couldn’t stop my nightmares. They couldn’t fix my problem with time. They couldn’t 
guarantee love or prevent loss.

But they did something just as important:



They pointed to a blank surface and said, “This is yours.”

They trusted me with walls, with spaces other people would have to live with. That trust 
told me my perception had weight.

So when the world didn’t make sense—and it often didn’t—I had somewhere to stand.

Somewhere to put the confusion.

Somewhere to turn questions into composition.

Years later, when I would meet a woman under flickering studio lights and feel the entire 
room tilt because of the way her eyes met mine through the lens, I would be right back 
there, in front of that painted wall and that chalkboard airplane.

Same boy. Same brain.

Same need to take something overwhelming and give it shape.

The tools would be more expensive. The stakes would be higher. The feelings would be 
messier.

But the move would be the same:

Take what you can’t explain, and make something from it.

Trust the line.

Trust the frame.

Trust that art can hold what life refuses to organize.

That is what my teachers did for me before I ever knew the words “artist” or “lover” or 
“philosopher.”

They taught me how to build the frame that would hold everything that came after.



Chapter Four – Color Beneath Darkness

Before I ever loaded film into a camera, I learned that you could bury color in black and 
still bring it back.

The lesson came in an elementary school art room that smelled like glue, dust, and 
tempera paint. We were given sheets of thick paper and told to cover them with crayon. 
Not carefully. Not neatly. Wildly. We dragged wax across the surface in reckless swirls—
red over blue, yellow over green, orange cutting through purple. The page became 
chaos: bright, loud, without a plan.

I remember liking that part. No rules. No lines to stay inside. No one telling me where 
the color “should” go. Just motion.

Then the teacher did something that, at the time, felt almost cruel.

“Now,” she said, “cover the entire thing in black.”

We stared at her, confused. Why spend all that time creating a storm of color only to 
destroy it? But she was insistent. So we pressed black crayon over our work, filling in 
every gap until the page was nothing but a dull, waxy darkness. The wildness 
disappeared. It looked like absence.

My chest tightened. I didn’t have the word for what I was feeling—loss, maybe—but I 
knew that something vibrant had just been buried on purpose. The worms in my early 
nightmares had felt like horror imposed from the outside. This felt like erasing myself.

Then she handed out toothpicks.

“Now scratch,” she said.

I pressed the tip into the black and pulled. A thin line appeared, not white, but bright—
neon red cutting through the darkness. Another scrape revealed yellow. Another, blue. 
Everywhere I scratched, color broke through.

The buried chaos hadn’t vanished. It was waiting.

We made patterns, shapes, improvised designs. Some kids scratched smiley faces or 
stars. I remember something different happening to me. As the colors appeared, I 
started to see the page not as a trick, but as a map of how my own mind worked.

Layers.

Darkness on top, intensity underneath.

The right kind of pressure revealing what you thought you’d lost.



It would be years before I’d use the words “trauma” or “suppression.” Years before I’d sit 
in quiet rooms with professionals talking about how the brain hides what it can’t afford to 
feel all at once. But the concept was already in my hands, literal and immediate.

What you cover isn’t gone.

It’s just waiting for the right tool.

That exercise gave me something more than a cool picture to take home. It gave me a 
metaphor I would live out over and over.

At night, fear lay over me like that black crayon. Thick. Total. My nightmares were the 
toothpicks—sharp, invasive, scratching through the layer of safety my family tried to 
provide, revealing the raw color of panic underneath. I didn’t know how to control that 
kind of scratching. It just happened to me.

Art was the first time I got to hold the tool.

Later, in darkrooms and on glowing screens, I would realize that what we did with 
crayons and toothpicks is the same thing I do with paint, cameras, and computers: build 
a field of intensity, cover it, then decide what to reveal. In a painting, that might mean 
laying down wild under‑color, then glazing over it and cutting back in with a knife or a 
brush, letting small veins of original color breathe through the darkness. In a digital 
piece, it might mean stacking image on image, then “scratching” with a mask or a stylus 
so that one buried exposure surfaces in just the right place. The process is simple to 
describe and lifelong to master—create more information than you show, then make a 
series of precise decisions about what the world is allowed to see.

Choosing where to press, how deep to go, what shape to carve—that was new. It meant 
I could decide when and where the color came back. In a life where so much felt like 
reaction, that decision was power.

At home, the language of images kept evolving.

My parents had always liked to document. Cameras came out at birthdays, holidays, 
Sunday dinners. My father filmed with a Super‑8, the projector’s whir later spilling 
moving images onto our living room wall. At first I was just another figure in the frame, 
doing whatever kids do when adults point lenses at them—smiling too hard, making 
faces, performing.

But over time, I started watching differently.

I noticed how the room looked with the shades up versus down, how faces changed 
under direct light compared to when they were turned slightly away. I saw how the world 



flattened into rectangles. How moments that felt huge became small, grainy squares 
when thrown against a white sheet.

Eventually my father let me help. I became his light man, standing just out of view, 
turning lamps on and off, drawing curtains, adjusting how much brightness fell where. 
Without realizing it, I was learning that reality is not only what happens—it’s what you 
choose to illuminate.

A camera is just another scratch in the black.

Point it at something, and you reveal it. Leave something else in shadow, and the world 
forgets it was ever there. The choice is deliberate or unconscious, but it is always a 
choice. Even in a home movie, someone decides where to aim.

That idea sank in deep.

Reality, I began to understand, is part event and part edit.

Later, in my adult life, other people would try to edit me. Employers, gatekeepers, 
lovers, even friends. They would focus on certain parts of my story and ignore others. 
“You’re too intense,” they’d say, or “You think too much.” Some would call me naive for 
believing in love that wasn’t indexed to money. Others would see only the artist and 
miss the scared boy he grew out of.

Their frames were not mine. Their edits didn’t tell the whole story. But back then, in that 
art room and living room, I was building a different habit: framing from the inside out.

Before my first “real” camera, I had a toy one. A plastic Kodak, the kind you wind by 
hand. It didn’t matter. The first time I lifted it to my eye and looked through the 
viewfinder, something in me snapped into alignment.

The world shrank to a rectangle. Clutter dropped away. I could choose what stayed and 
what left by moving my wrist a few inches. A crooked lamp post became elegant if I 
stepped three feet to the right. A crowded room became a portrait if I zoomed in on a 
single face.

Here was a way to control distance.

Here was a frame I could carry.

For a shy kid who drifted in and out of conversations, this was oxygen. Through the 
lens, I could be close without being swallowed. I could participate without being 
overwhelmed. The frame was a boundary I could respect when I still didn’t trust my own.



I started shooting anything and everything—siblings, pets, trees, the way light sliced 
across the floor in late afternoon. Looking back, the subjects are ordinary. But what I 
was practicing wasn’t content; it was control.

I didn’t have language for sensory processing or emotional flooding. I only knew that 
some things inside me were too big. Art let me resize them. A worm as big as a bus in 
my dream could be reduced to a single curve of graphite on paper. A day that felt 
endless could be reduced to twenty‑four frames on a strip of film.

Compress. Contain. Reveal just enough.

This is where something else began quietly: my relationship to beauty.

When you have a camera and an eye, you start noticing not just what is, but what could 
be beautiful if seen correctly. A crack in the sidewalk. Steam from a grate. The way 
someone’s hair falls across their cheek when they think no one is looking.

Later, that instinct would translate directly into my work with women in front of the lens. 
Models, actresses, lovers, strangers. I would see things in them—angles of jaw, flashes 
of vulnerability, micro‑expressions—that they didn’t see in themselves. I would frame 
them in ways the world had never shown them, and that would create its own kind of 
intimacy.

But the seed of that was here: a kid realizing he could choose what to make important 
by where he aimed his eye.

Every scratch in the black crayon, every click of the shutter, was a small act of defiance 
against the parts of reality that felt arbitrary or cruel.

I couldn’t choose whether nightmares came.

I couldn’t choose how school measured intelligence.

I couldn’t choose the year on the calendar or the hands on the clock.

But I could choose where to draw a line.

Where to scrape.

Where to point.

Later, when love entered the picture, it would feel like someone else picking up a 
toothpick and scratching at my surface without asking permission. Suddenly color would 
explode in me—desire, hope, tenderness—like those buried crayons. I would feel 
exposed, vivid, terrified.



And when it went wrong, when chapters ended abruptly, when someone who had just 
spent a weekend in my arms disappeared as if they’d been erased, the darkness would 
fall again.

In those moments, the temptation was always to let the black stay. To tell myself it was 
better not to feel that intensely, not to risk, not to trust.

But the kid who scratched through black paper without waiting for instructions was still 
in there. He remembered something the man sometimes forgot:

If there is color beneath, you can always find a way to reveal it.

Art became that way. Over and over.

A relationship would collapse. I’d be left alone with my thoughts, my chest tight in a way 
that reminded me of the garden and the worms, the old fear of being consumed by 
feelings too big to manage.

And then, almost by reflex, I’d reach for what I’d been reaching for since childhood.

A pen.

A camera.

A screen.

I’d start scratching. 



Chapter Five – The Lens and the Light

Some lives change slowly, like seasons.  
Mine shifted in flashes.

One moment I was a kid scratching color out from under black crayon and peering 
through plastic Kodaks; the next, I found myself in a world where image was currency, 
where how you were seen could matter more than who you were.

The bridge between those worlds arrived in the shape of a person: my cousin, Michael.

He didn’t walk into my life with a spotlight on him. He was just family—part of the 
everyday noise of gatherings, jokes, stories. But he was connected to something larger 
than our kitchen table universe. Through him, I brushed up against the edge of a world 
built entirely on pictures: the stock photography market.

Names floated past me at first like brand names on boxes: photographers, agencies, art 
directors. I didn’t yet know what it meant to make a living from pressing a button at the 
right moment. I only knew this strange new fact: people were being photographed not 
just as themselves, but as ideas.

A man in a suit wasn’t just a man in a suit; he was “success” or “trust” on a brochure. A 
woman laughing with a salad wasn’t just eating; she was “wellness” on a magazine 
cover. Reality was real, but it was also edited, captioned, sold.

That idea slid into me like something familiar.

It mirrored what I had already been doing internally for years—framing, scratching, 
choosing what to reveal. Only now, the framing had money attached.

At the same time, something else was happening in my body.

Energy.  
Not the gentle kind. The restless, electric variety that hums under your skin and doesn’t 
know where to go. I ran, played sports, pushed myself until my muscles burned. 
Movement was another way to outrun the worms, the old dread, the sense of being 
chased by my own imagination.

But even that wasn’t enough. The energy needed direction.  
It found it in photography.

Before I stepped fully behind the camera, I stumbled in front of it.

Opportunities came. A face, a build, a certain presence—it was enough for someone to 
say, “You should model.” I went along with it. Suddenly I was in magazines, exercise 



spreads, glossy pages where people judged in milliseconds whether you looked “right” 
for whatever message they were selling.

From the outside, it might have looked like a natural progression. Artistic kid grows into 
handsome adult, lands in GQ, into fitness ads, into the glittering skin of commercial 
culture.

Inside, it felt wrong.

Standing in front of the lens meant becoming the image instead of shaping it. I was the 
product, not the producer. I felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with clothing 
and everything to do with control.

The camera captured me, but I wanted to capture *it*—the moment, the angle, the 
feeling.

I knew what it felt like to have reality imposed on me: a father’s hand holding out a 
worm, a nightmare dictating the terms of my sleep, a school insisting time was a series 
of numbers I had to accept on faith. Modeling felt like another version of that: stand 
here, smile, be this.

My instinct pushed back. The same part of me that resisted arbitrary rules in school 
resisted becoming someone else’s stock image.

So I stepped around to the other side.

The moment I bought my own camera—truly mine, not my father’s, not a toy—the world 
tilted.

I didn’t buy it as a gadget. I bought it as a way to build reality on purpose. Very quickly I 
learned that a camera is less about the brand stamped on the body and more about 
three simple levers: where you stand, what you point at, and how you let light in. I would 
walk a subject around a room until the background stopped competing with their face, 
tilt the frame a few degrees to make a line of a doorway carry the eye, open the lens 
wider so the world behind them dissolved into softness. It sounds technical when you 
list it—aperture, shutter speed, focal length—but inside my head it was the same old 
practice: draw the boundary, decide what belongs inside it, and refuse to let the noise 
in.

It wasn’t just a purchase. It was a declaration. I was choosing perspective.

Through the lens, I discovered something I hadn’t had anywhere else: adjustable 
distance.

In life, people felt too close or too far with no in‑between. Their emotions, their 
expectations, their reactions flooded my system. I either drowned in empathy or shut 



down entirely. With a camera pressed to my face, I could fine‑tune that distance in 
inches.

Take a step back, and a person became part of a scene. Take a step forward, and the 
scene fell away, leaving only their eyes.

There was safety in that control. Engagement without exposure. Connection without 
annihilation.

The lens did something else, too. It gave me access.

I was still shy. Words didn’t come easily in crowds. Small talk felt like static. But a 
camera is a socially acceptable reason to approach strangers.

“Can I photograph you?” opens doors that “Can I talk to you?” sometimes doesn’t.

Especially with women.

They came from everywhere—students, professionals, aspiring models, dancers, 
actors, women just curious what they might look like through someone else’s eyes. 
Some wanted headshots. Some wanted art. Some didn’t know what they wanted until 
they saw it.

I wasn’t drawn to them only for their beauty, though that was undeniable. I was 
captivated by the way the camera changed them.

In front of the lens, people negotiate with themselves. Who am I? How do I want to be 
seen? What do I hide? What do I dare to show? That negotiation fascinated me. It was 
the same internal tug‑of‑war I fought daily, now made visible on someone else’s face.

My job, as I saw it, wasn’t to trick them or impose an idea. It was to recognize the split 
second when their guard dropped and something real surfaced—vulnerability, strength, 
longing, mischief—and press the shutter.

Every click was a scratch through someone else’s black crayon.

The more I shot, the more people came. Headshots turned into portfolios, portfolios 
turned into word‑of‑mouth, word‑of‑mouth turned into a small orbit of actors, musicians, 
and models who trusted me to capture them as more than clichés.

I started to experiment.

Multiple exposures. Long before digital made it easy, I was layering negatives, letting 
one image bleed into another. Faces overlapping with motion. A body doubled, tripled, 
ghosted across a frame. Light trails cutting through human outlines.



To me, this wasn’t just a trick. It looked like truth.

No one is one image. We are layers: past selves, future selves, secret selves, wounded 
selves, brave selves, all existing at once. A single portrait felt like a lie. Multiple 
exposures approached honesty.

I was trying, through light and film, to recreate how perception actually felt inside my 
head—overlapping realities, colors beneath darkness, more than one thing true at a 
time.

Clients responded. They might not have had my language for it, but they recognized 
something in those images that standard headshots didn’t give them. “This feels more 
like me,” they’d say, looking at a picture where their face blurred into a streak of light.

What they didn’t know was that I was practicing on them the same skill I’d been 
practicing on myself since childhood: taking intensity and turning it into structure.

Somewhere in this blur of cameras, models, and developing fluid, my life took one of its 
most improbable turns.

A minister introduced me to a woman who existed, for me, somewhere between myth 
and rerun: Tina Louise. For most people she was a TV icon, a figure from “Gilligan’s 
Island.” For me, she was a contact in a chain that led to something no diagram could 
have predicted.

Muhammad Ali.

I ended up as his personal photographer for a stretch of time that still feels unreal when 
I say it out loud.

Ali wasn’t just a subject. He was a phenomenon—presence made flesh. He carried 
history, charisma, controversy, spirituality, humor, and stubbornness in the same frame. 
Photographs of him weren’t just pictures; they were arguments, statements, proof.

Standing in front of him with a camera, I felt a familiar mix of fear and responsibility. This 
was no longer the hallway mural in sixth grade. This was a man the entire world already 
knew, and somehow I was responsible for showing him again, differently.

Photographing Ali taught me something crucial: a photograph is never just an image. It’s 
an interpretation of presence.

That lesson applied downward and outward. If that was true for Ali, it was true for 
everyone. For the actress needing a new headshot to land her next role. For the college 
student wanting something that didn’t look like a DMV photo. For the woman who had 
never seen herself as beautiful and suddenly did when I showed her the contact sheet.



I wasn’t just capturing faces. I was capturing the way they wanted to believe they could 
exist.

In that way, the lens became both an artistic and relational tool. It allowed me to see 
people deeply and to let them see themselves through my seeing.

Later, in my chapters of love, that same intensity would be both a gift and a curse.

Women felt seen by me in ways they rarely felt seen. I noticed tiny shifts in expression, 
the way a hand tightened around a glass when a painful subject came up, the way their 
bodies relaxed when they felt truly safe. That made them open. It also made me fall 
hard and fast.

You cannot spend hours with someone in front of your camera, coaxing truth from their 
face, and then pretend you are not affected. At least, I couldn’t.

Art and attraction blurred. Sessions became conversations became confessions 
became something else. A casual shoot became a first date without anyone naming it 
that. A look through the lens became a look across a table, across a pillow, across a 
shared future we hadn’t earned yet.

But that is later.

Right now, I am a man with a camera and a growing sense that this device is not just a 
tool—it is a way of living.

The shy boy who couldn’t tell time now moves through hours without noticing them, lost 
in the alchemy of light and shadow. The kid who drifted out of classrooms now stands 
anchored behind a tripod, waiting for a precise moment that only he can see.

I have not solved the problem of time. I have simply found a way to ignore it.

Photography lets me treat time not as something you measure with clocks but as 
something you stretch, compress, freeze, and replay.

Click.  
A fraction of a second becomes permanent.

Click.  
A chapter of someone’s life is pinned to paper.

Click.  
A feeling you thought would swallow you whole is reduced to a rectangle you can hold 
in your hand.



Later, when love would come crashing in—when I’d meet a woman who walked into my 
studio and, within hours, into my bed, or into my plans, or into my obsession—the same 
instinct would surface:

Frame it.  
Capture it.  
Make it into something before it disappears.

But for now, the lens is pure possibility. A way to take the chaos of what I feel and aim it 
at the world in a manner that doesn’t destroy me.

The worms have long since left my dreams. The nightmares have changed shape. Now 
the overwhelming things are human—beauty, opportunity, success, desire.

The camera doesn’t tame them.  
But it gives me a way to stand in front of them without running away.

Light enters the lens.  
An image forms.  
Another piece of my life shifts into focus.



Chapter Six – Faces, Layers, and Multiple Exposures

By the time this chapter of my life opened, I was surrounded by faces.

They arrived in my studio one by one, but they never came alone. Each person brought 
with them a whole invisible cast: parents, exes, teachers, the child they once were, the 
adult they were still trying to become. They walked in saying they needed a “simple 
headshot,” and the moment they sat down, I could feel the crowd of their past selves fill 
the room.

The standard way to deal with that is to ignore it.

You put someone in front of a neutral backdrop, you light them evenly, you chat just 
enough to get them comfortable, then you wait for the one expression that looks 
“professional” and you press the shutter. You pretend that frozen fraction of a second is 
who they are.

I tried to do that for a while.

But after everything I had lived through—the worms, the black crayon, the scratches of 
color, the framed moments with Ali and actresses and strangers—I couldn’t make 
myself believe that one clean image was the truth.

No one is that flat.

The first time I made a deliberate multiple exposure of a portrait, it felt like a confession.

Technically, it was a small rebellion. Instead of winding the film all the way after one 
frame, I stopped short. I had my subject shift position—turn their face, lean forward—
and took a second shot on top of the first. Two moments on the same piece of film. Two 
selves occupying the same space.

When the negative came back and I held it up to the light, I saw something that made 
my chest tighten.

There he was: the man he wanted to show the world and the man he was when he 
thought no one was looking.

From that point on, I couldn’t go back.

Multiple exposures stopped being a gimmick and became a method. A way of saying, 
without words, “I know you are more than one thing.”

My process evolved into a little choreography I repeated with variation for years.



A client would come in. We would start with the expected. I’d give them the safe shot 
their agent or boss or mother wanted—a sharp, well‑lit, single‑exposure portrait they 
could put on a website without scaring anyone. Then, once that box was checked, I 
would ask for permission to tell a deeper truth.

“Let’s do one more set,” I’d say. “This time, don’t worry about moving.”

On the technical side, what I did next was simple:

I slowed the shutter just enough that motion would register. I asked them to turn their 
head slowly from one side to the other while I exposed the same frame twice. 
Sometimes I had them walk toward me and then away, so their body appeared twice 
with a slight offset. Sometimes I layered their face over something else entirely—a wall 
of graffiti, a city street at night, a blur of traffic—by rewinding the film and shooting a 
second subject onto the same frame.

In the darkroom or on the screen later, I would fine‑tune the overlap. In a chemical tray, 
that meant watching as the paper shifted from blank to faint to fully formed, pulling it out 
the instant the ghosts reached the right density. On a computer, it meant masking one 
layer into another, erasing just enough, letting just enough through.

The principles were always the same:

- Let more happen in the frame than you intend.
- Then decide, very carefully, what stays visible.

People’s reactions to these layered portraits told me as much as the images did.

Some looked at them and laughed in recognition. “That’s me when I’m trying to hold it 
together and me when I’m not,” they’d say, pointing to the two outlines of their own jaw.

Others went quiet.

“I didn’t know you could see that,” one woman whispered, tracing the faint second set of 
her eyes, slightly misaligned with the first.

“It was already there,” I said. “The camera just agreed with me.”

What I rarely explained out loud was that I wasn’t inventing these layers. I was matching 
the way my mind had always perceived people: as stacks of exposures, some bold, 
some barely visible, all active at once.

Art gave me a way to make that visible.



In a standard headshot, you have to choose which self gets to be seen: the confident 
professional, the approachable friend, the mysterious artist. In a multiple exposure, you 
get to admit that all of those are there, overlapping, arguing quietly under the skin.

That honesty mattered to me because I knew what it felt like to be edited.

As a child, the world tried to edit me into “slow” or “gifted.” Later, schools tried to edit me 
into “cooperative.” Doctors tried to edit me into “stable.” Modeling tried to edit me into 
“marketable.” Love tried to edit me into “enough” or “too much,” depending on the 
chapter.

Each of those versions contained a piece of me. None of them was the whole.

So when someone sat down under my lights, I made it my job not to edit them down any 
further.

If they told me they were shy, I looked for the moment they forgot themselves and 
laughed. If they told me they were bold, I watched for the micro‑expression that flashed 
when they let their guard slip. If they told me they had “a public persona” and “a real 
self,” I asked for both and put them in the same frame.

Somewhere in the middle of all this, my own life began to feel like a multiple exposure 
that had gone slightly out of registration.

I was the working photographer and the kid who still felt like he might float away. The 
man women trusted with their vulnerabilities and the boy who was still terrified of 
abandonment. The technician who could explain shutter speed and exposure in clean, 
logical steps and the philosopher who lay awake at night wondering whether any of it 
was “real” or just a way of arranging the chaos.

In quieter moments, I would turn the camera on myself, not out of vanity, but out of 
curiosity.

I’d set up a tripod, mark spots on the floor with tape, and experiment.

One exposure: me standing straight, looking directly into the lens, the way I’d been 
taught to present myself for magazine spreads.

Second exposure: me turned away, shoulders dropped, hands in my pockets, the way I 
stood when no one needed anything from me.

Sometimes I added a third, faint exposure—me blurred in motion, walking through the 
frame.

When the print dried, I’d pin it to the wall and study it the way I studied my clients: not to 
judge, but to understand.



What I saw wasn’t flattering and it wasn’t damning. It was simply accurate.

I was all of those men at once.

The one who could walk into a room and direct a shoot.  
The one who wanted to disappear when the lights went off.  
The one who believed, ridiculously and stubbornly, in love that didn’t keep score.  
The one who had hurt people by loving them in ways they didn’t know how to hold.

Seeing myself this way did something I hadn’t expected.

It softened me.

When you acknowledge your own layers, it becomes harder to demand that anyone 
else be simple. You stop expecting your lovers to be purely one thing—devoted, strong, 
steady, safe—and you start recognizing that they are, like you, a shifting stack of 
exposures: brave and afraid, generous and selfish, present and halfway out the door in 
their heads.

This didn’t make my relationships easier. If anything, it made them more intense.

But it did give me a way to understand why love felt so impossible to keep clean.

When a woman came into my studio and, later, into my life, I no longer saw her as just 
“the new chapter.” I saw her as another layer added to a stack that already contained 
every crush, every heartbreak, every unreturned call, every night I’d lain awake 
replaying conversations in my head.

She was herself.  
She was also everything she woke up in me.

The camera, in that sense, became both my confession booth and my teaching tool.

If you want to know how I really see a person, don’t ask me to describe them.  
Look at the print I made when I stopped trying to be polite and started trying to be 
honest.

Technically, what I was doing could be explained in any photography manual: double 
exposures, long shutters, masking, blending modes. I could teach the steps in an 
afternoon.

Psychologically and spiritually, though, the process was deeper:

1. Admit that the single image is a lie.  
2. Let chaos into the frame.  



3. Decide, with as much compassion as you can manage, which parts of that chaos 
deserve to be seen.

That third step was where my whole life’s training showed up.

The boy who learned to draw a single line without crossing it was now deciding where to 
let lines overlap.  
The kid who scratched color out from under black was now deciding which buried colors 
to reveal on a client’s face.  
The young man who felt time as an unstable idea was now freezing and stacking 
moments in ways that made visible how unstable it really was.

Looking back, it’s easy to say I was developing a personal style.

At the time, it felt like survival.

When the world kept trying to flatten me—and everyone I loved—into one exposure, I 
needed proof that our depth was real. Multiple‑exposure portraits were my evidence.

Here.  
Look.  
You are more than the version of yourself you perform for the world.  
So am I.

Later, when my body would fail me and my heart would be opened and sewn back 
together, when friends would edit me out of their lives and love would again and again 
flare and end, this way of seeing would be the only thing that made any of it bearable.

Because once you understand that a person is a stack of layers, you stop believing that 
any one moment—any one failure, any one ending—is the whole picture.

It’s just one exposure.

The frame is still open.

More light is still coming in.

And if you are willing to keep working, to keep looking, to keep adjusting where you 
stand and how you let the light hit, you can always make another image.

Not to erase the old ones.

To lay over them.

To tell a truer story.



Chapter Seven – The Moving City

Some places don’t just contain your life; they accelerate it.

By the time the camera and I had settled into a rhythm, the city was already humming in 
the background like an engine waiting for me to turn the key. I hadn’t moved fully into its 
bloodstream yet, but I could feel the pull.

The suburbs and small towns I’d known as a kid had their own tempo—slow, repetitive, 
predictable. You could walk the same blocks for years and never feel the air change. 
The most dramatic thing that happened in a week might be a storm, a school play, a 
family argument.

Inside me, the speed was different.

My mind had always moved fast. Faster than the conversations around me, faster than 
the clocks that couldn’t convince me they were real. Fear moved fast. Imagination 
moved fast. Questions came in waves. Energy pressed against my skin from the inside.

Art gave that energy something to do.  
The camera gave it something to aim at.

The city gave it an environment that matched it.

The first time I really *felt* New York, it wasn’t as a tourist or a kid on a day trip. It was 
as a young man carrying a bag of gear and a head full of images, stepping out of a 
station into a living organism.

Noise. Heat. Steam from underground. People moving with purpose in every direction, 
as if some invisible conductor had raised a baton and everyone was playing their part in 
a symphony I didn’t yet know how to read.

There was no blank silence to stretch out in. No empty sidewalks to pace while working 
through an idea. Here, every square foot was filled with something—voices, smells, 
faces, billboards, honking, distant sirens.

It should have overwhelmed me. Maybe it did, at first. But it also felt like recognition.

For the first time, the outside matched the inside.

The chaos in my head had spent years feeling out of place in quiet spaces. Here, it 
belonged. The city was a multiple exposure made of concrete: layers of history, 
ambition, desperation, beauty, hustle, all stacked and moving.

I noticed how light behaved differently here. It bounced off glass and steel instead of 
trees and clapboard. Reflections turned every street into a hall of mirrors. Faces flashed 



by in fragments—eyes in a taxi window, a mouth caught mid‑laugh, a hand caught 
mid‑hail.

My camera responded like it knew where it was.

**I started treating whole blocks the way I’d treated studio sets. I learned which corners 
caught the low sun and threw it back in a way that made skin glow, which subway 
entrances gave me that soft, rising light you can’t fake, which storefronts turned into 
ready‑made reflectors at certain hours. I’d walk a scene once just looking, then circle 
back and shoot it from three or four angles, testing how much background clutter I could 
leave in before the frame stopped reading. The city became a moving diagram of 
composition: leading lines in crosswalk stripes, natural vignettes in shadows under 
scaffolding, perfect frames inside frames in doorways and train windows. It was messy, 
but there were rules buried in the mess, and every walk was a lesson in how to find 
them.**

Shots that would have felt staged somewhere else were natural here. A woman in 
motion, hair flying, caught between steps. A man in a doorway, cigarette ember bright 
against the shadow. Kids on a fire escape, suspended above traffic.

I walked for hours, often with no destination, just following the patterns—the way crowds 
narrowed at certain intersections, the way neighborhoods changed block by block. The 
city became a living darkroom, light and shadow shifting constantly, offering new prints 
every time I turned my head.

Alongside the visual overload, there was something else the city offered that I hadn’t 
had enough of: anonymity.

Back home, you were always somebody’s son, somebody’s student, somebody’s 
neighbor. Your reputation preceded you into rooms. The boy who couldn’t tell time, the 
gifted kid, the artist, the quiet one—those labels stuck.

Here, no one knew anything about me unless I chose to tell them. I was just another 
body moving. Another face in the subway. Another pair of eyes looking up at buildings 
that seemed too large to have been designed by human hands.

It was freeing. It was also dangerous.

When no one knows you, no one warns you when you’re getting in too deep. No one 
pulls you aside to say, “Slow down, you’re burning out,” or “That crowd you’re with at 
three in the morning isn’t going anywhere good.”

The city doesn’t care if you keep pace or fall apart. It just keeps moving.

At first, I used that to my advantage. Work came easier here—the sheer concentration 
of people who needed images was like oxygen. Actors needing headshots by the 



dozen, musicians wanting cover art, agencies looking for fresh ways to sell the same 
products.

I could move from one gig to another without ever leaving a few subway lines. Morning 
shoot in a cramped studio. Afternoon editing in a borrowed darkroom. Evening 
wandering with a camera, catching whatever appeared. Night meetings in cafes that 
blurred into bars.

Sleep became negotiable.

The same restlessness that had me drawing continuous lines as a child now had me 
drawing continuous days with no real breaks. I told myself I was young enough to 
handle it, that the work demanded it. Besides, the city rewarded that pace. Rest felt like 
falling behind.

Underneath the productivity, loneliness threaded itself quietly.

I was surrounded by people all the time—clients, assistants, other photographers, 
waiters, taxi drivers, strangers pressed against me in rush hour—but the kind of 
recognition I craved was rare.

There is a difference between being seen and being *known*.

The camera got me seen. My work opened doors. My name started to circulate in 
certain circles. But when I went back to my room at the end of a long day, dropped my 
bag, and sat on the edge of the bed, there were nights when the silence felt like a drop 
off a cliff.

In those moments, I did what I always did: I turned back to the tools.

Sorted negatives. Made contact sheets. Planned new projects. Sketched concepts. 
Anything to fill the space where other people might have put conversation, family 
dinners, domestic routines.

I didn’t think of it as avoidance. I thought of it as devotion.

Art was my partner. The city was our shared apartment.

If you’d asked me then about love, I would have told you I believed in it. That I was 
waiting for something real. That I wasn’t interested in casual flings or transactional 
relationships. I saw too many of those on the streets and in the media—the 
performances of affection with price tags hidden underneath.

But the life I was building didn’t leave much room for slow, ordinary love.



My days were built on intensity, on moments that flared bright and burned out—
thirty‑minute shoots, one‑hour meetings, late‑night bursts of creativity. I was living in a 
rhythm of chapters, not novels.

In hindsight, that is exactly how my love life would unfold.

Women would move through my life like scenes through a viewfinder—sharp, vivid, 
immediate—and then gone, sometimes by their choice, sometimes by mine, sometimes 
by circumstances that felt like a third character we hadn’t invited.

I didn’t know that yet, not fully. Right now, in this chapter, love is mostly potential—a 
subplot waiting in the wings.

The city and I are still in the early stages of our relationship, the honeymoon phase 
where every street offers a new perspective and exhaustion feels like proof that you’re 
alive.

There are glimpses of what’s coming.

A woman catching my eye on the subway, and the spark of recognition that she might 
be more than a stranger if the timing were different. A model staying after a shoot just a 
little longer than necessary, conversation stretching past the work into something more 
personal. The way my chest tightens not just at the sight of a beautiful face, but at some 
flicker of pain behind it.

I feel those things and file them away, like frames I haven’t developed yet.

For now, what’s in focus is this: I’m in motion, moving through a place that finally 
matches the speed of my own mind.

The worms are long gone. The childhood art rooms are far behind. The school clocks 
that confused me have been replaced by a city that measures time in shifts—morning 
rush, afternoon lull, the electric blue hour just before the lights come on, the deep pulse 
of 2 a.m.

I don’t know what the next exposure will be.  
All I know is that I’m here for it, camera in hand, heart beating faster than is probably 
necessary, eyes open.

The moving city has taken me in.  

Soon, it will introduce me to the parts of myself I haven’t met yet—  
the bartender, the nightlife fixture, the man who will learn how art, sex, love, money, and 
danger can all share the same frame.

But for now, I’m just walking, letting the streets redraw me, one block at a time. 



Chapter Eight – The Palladium

Some doors don’t just open into rooms.  
They open into decades.

The door to the Palladium was like that.

From the street, it was just another entrance in a city that never ran out of them—
unmarked enough that you could miss it if you weren’t looking, obvious enough that the 
right people always seemed to find it. Inside, the world changed.

Light. Sound. Bodies. The kind of bass you feel in your ribs before you hear it with your 
ears.

The Palladium wasn’t just a nightclub. It was a convergence point. Music, art, fashion, 
celebrity, money, appetite—everything collided there under beams of moving light and a 
ceiling that felt too high to belong to an ordinary building.

I didn’t arrive there as a guest at first. I arrived as staff.

Bartending, on paper, was a job. In reality, it became a platform—a raised island in the 
middle of a human ocean. From behind the bar, you see everything: the entrance, the 
exits, who is trying to be seen, who is trying to disappear, who is already too far gone.

The first night I stepped behind that counter, I felt something familiar: the edge of a 
frame.

The bar was a horizontal lens.

People approached in a steady stream, and I had to take them in quickly—face, 
posture, tone. Were they about to start a fight? Were they about to cry? Were they 
hoping to flirt? Were they just thirsty? Years of watching through viewfinders trained me 
for this. I could read expressions in seconds.

Money slid across the wood. Glasses clinked. Names I’d only seen in magazines leaned 
in to shout drink orders over the music. Models, musicians, actors, unknowns who 
dressed like they weren’t planning to stay unknown for long—they all passed through.

Behind the bar, I wasn’t shy. The counter gave me the same safety the camera had: a 
boundary. I could be in the middle of everything without being swallowed by it.

I learned how people moved when they thought no one important was watching, and 
how their movements changed when they noticed who else was in the room. You could 
see careers forming, egos inflating, hearts breaking, right in front of the liquor bottles.



It was impossible not to photograph it, even when I didn’t have a camera in my hands. 
My eyes kept framing—this angle, that expression, this shaft of light cutting through 
smoke.

When I did bring the camera, the club became a studio without walls.

Strobes flashed over the dance floor. Neon washed across faces. Shadows carved 
bodies into shapes that had nothing to do with daytime reality. People were more willing 
to be seen differently here. The usual rules were suspended. You could wear what you 
wanted, kiss who you wanted, pretend to be whoever you thought you might become.

**Shooting in that chaos taught me a specific discipline. I couldn’t control the lights or 
stop the music, so I learned to ride them—waiting for the sweep of a mirror ball to hit a 
face, for a strobe to freeze a dancer mid‑air, for a moment when the DJ lights lined up 
with someone’s expression. Technically, it meant pushing film faster than it liked to go, 
opening the lens wide, dragging the shutter just enough to let motion smear into trails 
while a flash locked the key detail in place. I’d pre‑focus at a distance I knew the crowd 
would cross and let the club come to me, trusting that if I held my position long enough, 
the right combination of light, gesture, and emotion would pass through that invisible 
rectangle in front of me.**

The Palladium was a living multiple exposure—layers of identity stacked in one space, 
all of them true for a few hours.

Working there pulled me deeper into the city’s bloodstream.

I wasn’t just serving drinks. I was connecting dots. Introducing people. Becoming part of 
a network that ran underneath the obvious one.

“You should shoot with him,” I’d tell a model, nodding toward a photographer at the bar.  
“You two should talk,” I’d say to a musician and a promoter who didn’t realize they 
needed each other yet.

In time, “John the bartender” blurred with “John the photographer” and “John the artist.” 
People started coming in not just for the music, but to find me. To schedule shoots. To 
ask for favors. To be remembered.

It was intoxicating—socially, emotionally, and eventually chemically.

The club didn’t sleep, and neither did I.

Nights behind the bar bled into dawn walks home. Daylight hours were filled with 
shoots, editing, meetings, and the admin work no one romanticizes. I told myself I was 
young; I could pay the sleep debt later. The city doesn’t give out itemized bills for that 
kind of credit. It just collects when it wants to.



Alongside the legitimate connections, another world moved through the Palladium—the 
one that doesn’t appear in glossy write‑ups.

Dealers. Predators. People who knew how much access I had to young, beautiful 
women and saw that as opportunity. The unspoken economy of favors and 
introductions, free drinks and back‑room arrangements, started to reveal itself.

At first, I stayed on the edge of that shadow. I saw it. I didn’t step all the way in.

But environments shape you, even when you think you’re observing them from a 
distance.

The same part of me that had always sought intensity found plenty of it here. Music so 
loud it wiped out thought. Crowds so dense you could feel everyone’s heartbeat 
merging into one. Nights so bright and loud that going home to a quiet room felt like 
stepping off a cliff into darkness.

I began to need the noise.

Alcohol was everywhere, obviously. It came with the job. A shot with a regular here, a 
drink with a DJ there. At first it was social lubricant, a way to match the energy around 
me. Then it became background—a constant low‑level hum in my bloodstream.

Eventually, other substances entered the frame. Valium to take the edge off. Marijuana 
to smooth transitions. The more I pushed my body and mind, the more I needed 
something to help manage the rebound.

And yet, through all of it, the art didn’t stop. If anything, it increased.

I shot more. I experimented more. The club funded equipment, film, rent. It fed the part 
of me that needed to be around people and the part that needed to create.

It also fed the part of me that was lonely in ways I hadn’t fully admitted.

Love, up to this point, had been a series of glances, close calls, beginnings that didn’t 
quite ignite. I believed in the idea of a soulmate, of that one person who would see me 
the way I saw my subjects through the lens. I told myself I was waiting.

But my life was all heat and no home.

The Palladium was not designed for home. It was designed for nights that felt like 
forever and mornings that felt like nothing happened.

You could fall in love with a moment there—a song dropping at the perfect time, a look 
across the bar, a stranger’s hand in yours on a crowded dance floor—and by the next 
night, that moment belonged to the past, replaced by ten more.



It trained my heart to live in chapters before I ever sat down to write about them.

The club also brought more women into my orbit than any one person can realistically 
handle well.

Models who had seen my work. Patrons who liked the way I listened. People who 
wanted photographs, or access, or just the feeling of being around someone who 
seems connected. They leaned over the bar with eyes that said more than their words. 
They asked when I was off, where I lived, what I did “besides this.”

Sometimes I answered honestly. Sometimes I deflected. Sometimes I let the night 
decide.

At the time, I told myself I could compartmentalize. Work here, love there. Art on this 
side, sex on that side. The truth was messier. The compartments were porous. 
Everything bled into everything.

On some nights, the Palladium felt like the center of the universe. On others, it felt like 
the inside of a machine that would grind everyone down eventually, no matter how 
brightly they shone while the lights were on.

I didn’t yet know that I would have to leave it to save my life. That comes later.

In this chapter, all I know is that the moving city has brought me into one of its beating 
hearts, and I’ve chosen to stand behind the bar where I can feel every pulse.

The boy who once drew endless lines to keep fear at bay is now tracing endless nights, 
night after night, in a place where everything is heightened—sound, light, beauty, 
danger.

I am learning how quickly you can become essential to a place that would barely notice 
if you disappeared. How many faces you can know without knowing anyone. How easy 
it is to confuse being in the middle of everything with being truly connected.

And in the corners of this neon‑lit chapter, art keeps taking notes.

Every drink poured, every song played, every face lit by moving beams will show up 
later in the images, the stories, the chapters of love that burn fast and end suddenly.

The Palladium is teaching me a language—of excess, intimacy, performance, escape.

Soon, I’ll speak it fluently.



Chapter Nine – Fifty Thousand in a Night

For a long time, the work happened in small rooms.

Cramped studios. Borrowed darkrooms. Apartments rearranged into makeshift sets. I 
hung backdrops from whatever hooks I could find, shoved furniture against walls, turned 
bathrooms into changing rooms. Models squeezed past light stands. Assistants ducked 
under wires. We made images in spaces no one would have mistaken for galleries.

The value lived in the negatives, not the real estate.

Then, slowly, the work began to step out into the open.

A restaurant owner asked if I’d hang a few pieces—“Just to see what happens.” A friend 
with a connection at a small gallery offered a weekend slot. A lobby with too much blank 
wall needed something, anything, to look less like a waiting room.

I said yes.

We framed prints by hand, matting them on kitchen tables, wiping glass with the same 
care I used on lenses. We hauled them across town, praying nothing cracked. I watched 
strangers look at them the way I watched people at the bar: scanning for a flicker of 
recognition.

Sometimes they paused. Sometimes they moved on. Sometimes they leaned in.

The first piece that sold was a small print, not one of my favorites. A woman stood in 
front of it for a long time, longer than anyone else had stayed in one place that night. 
Eventually she turned to the person running the show and said, “I want this one.”

It wasn’t about the money. It was about the translation.

An image that had started as a moment in my eye, run through my hands, chemicals, 
paper, glass, now lived in someone else’s home. My internal mapping of reality had 
become part of their external world.

That night, I went back to my room and sat on the edge of the bed the way I always did, 
but something was different. The loneliness was still there, but it had to share space 
with something else: proof that what I was doing mattered beyond my own survival.

As the years moved, the shows got bigger.

Larger rooms. Better lighting. Curated invitations. The kind of spaces where art wasn’t 
just decoration; it was product. People came with the intention to buy, not just to look. 
They had money that didn’t come in ones and fives. Checks. Cards. Accounts.



**On the technical side, I had to grow up fast. Small prints forgive a lot; once you start 
printing big, every decision shows. I learned which negatives could handle being 
enlarged without falling apart, which multiple exposures held together as you blew them 
up, which portraits needed softer paper and which needed something with more bite. 
Hanging became its own composition exercise—arranging pieces so the eye moved 
around the room the way I wanted, balancing heavy, dark images with lighter ones, 
making sure no frame bullied the one next to it. A wall of work is just a bigger frame; you 
still have to decide what belongs beside what, and why.**

I was still bartending, still shooting headshots, still living in the city’s relentless rhythm. 
The shows were punctuation marks between the sentences of my daily hustle.

Then came the night that shifted the decimal point.

A private restaurant exhibition. Not a gallery this time—a place where people spent real 
money on meals and wine, where walls could either be background or spectacle. The 
owner wanted spectacle.

We planned it for weeks. Selected images. Printed them large. Framed them in a way 
that made them feel more like windows than pictures. Multiple exposures, stark 
portraits, bodies folded into light—pieces that had always felt personal, almost too 
personal, now blown up for public consumption.

We hung them the day before. I walked through the empty restaurant, chairs still upside 
down on tables, and saw my work staring back at me from every wall.

It was disorienting.

These were images born from very private moments—late nights in the darkroom, quiet 
afternoons shooting, intense sessions with people who had given me access to their 
real faces. Now they were part of a curated experience with a wine list.

Opening night, the room filled slowly, then all at once.

Laughter, conversation, the clink of glasses. Waiters navigating around clusters of 
people. The air thick with expensive perfume, cologne, and the hum of people who were 
used to being in rooms where money moved.

I stood off to the side at first, near enough to see, far enough not to be in the way. Years 
behind a bar had taught me how to blend into a scene while watching everything.

They walked from piece to piece, heads tilted, hands on chins, occasionally stepping 
closer to read captions or artist statements. Some shrugged and moved on. Others 
smiled. A few frowned, which I’ve always taken as a better sign than indifference.

Then something happened that no amount of self‑deprecating humor could fully deflect.



They started buying.  
Not one or two. Many.

A red dot here. Another there. Phrases like “We’ll take it” and “We’ll send the details 
tomorrow” floated through the noise. The owner caught my eye and gave me a look that 
said, without words, *This is happening.*

By the end of the night, the tally was absurd.

Fifty thousand dollars. In a single evening.

If you’ve never gone from counting tips in ones to seeing that kind of number attached 
to something that once lived only in your head, it’s hard to explain what it does to you.

Part of me floated. I had spent years converting feelings into images with no guarantee 
anyone else would care. To have that effort translated into a number that large felt like 
validation in a language the world respected.

Another part of me froze.

Money is not neutral. It amplifies whatever it touches.

The same images that had once been my way of coping with fear, processing love, 
mapping my own confusion were now assets, investments, decorations in homes I’d 
never see. They could be traded, insured, resold. Their meaning had multiplied without 
my permission.

**Somewhere between the red dots and the receipts, I realized that “value” had split in 
two. There was the value I felt when the shutter clicked in a room with just me and 
another human being—the private miracle of catching something true between us. And 
there was the value the room assigned later, in numbers and nods and the social 
currency of owning a piece. The same print carried both: the line I’d scratched through 
my own darkness and the price someone else was willing to pay to hang that scratch on 
their wall. Neither was fake, but they weren’t the same thing, and keeping them 
separate in my head would become its own discipline.**

I went home late, pockets heavier than I was used to, head buzzing. The city outside my 
window was the same—sirens, distant music, the low rumble of traffic—but something 
in my interior architecture had shifted.

Success felt good. It also felt precarious.

I knew enough from watching other people at the Palladium to understand that a big 
night can be both a blessing and a trap. It feeds the part of you that believes you’ve 



finally arrived. It also feeds the part that believes you have to keep topping yourself or 
you’ll vanish.

The next day, I did the only thing I trusted: I went back to work.

Back to the studio. Back to the bar. Back to the endless line of faces needing 
headshots. Back to experiments in the darkroom. Back to that quiet place where it was 
just me, the lens, and whatever was in front of it.

The fifty thousand became both memory and pressure.

On the surface, nothing much changed. I didn’t wake up a different person. I didn’t 
suddenly understand love, or time, or my own mind better. I still walked home alone 
most nights. I still found myself sitting on the edge of the bed, hands clasped, feeling 
that familiar mix of gratitude and emptiness.

But now there was a new voice in the room.

“If they’ll pay that for what you’ve already done, what are you capable of if you push 
harder? If you stay out later? If you say yes to everything?”

Pushing harder in my world meant more of everything.

More shoots. More nights. More introductions. More risk. More blurring between art and 
nightlife, between the quiet boy drawing lines and the man who could stand in a packed 
restaurant and watch people write checks for his feelings.

It also meant I had more to offer—and to be used for.

People who had previously seen me as “the photographer” or “the bartender” began to 
see me as something else: a gateway. To a certain aesthetic. To certain rooms. To 
certain people.

Models asked if I could get their work on those walls. Agents asked if they could bring 
clients to future shows. The underworld of the city—the one that always knows where 
money is flowing—took notice too.

In private corners, men whose suits cost more than my rent leaned in close and spoke 
of “opportunities.” More exhibitions. Bigger venues. Investors. Partnerships. The pitch 
was always the same: “We can help you scale this.”

At the time, I still believed I was the one framing reality. I didn’t yet see how other 
people were beginning to frame *me*.

Under all of it, a quiet truth remained:



The art that had saved me as a child had now become something else—a commodity.

That didn’t negate its original function. It still regulated me. It still gave me somewhere 
to put my intensity, my confusion, my longing. But it now had to do that while also 
performing for an audience that expected returns.

And love?

In the middle of all this, love remained what it had always been for me: a dream I clung 
to without a clear plan for how to live it.

I met women at shows who were drawn not just to me, but to the aura of success. The 
man whose images sold. The artist people whispered about. The one who seemed to 
have access to something beyond ordinary life.

Some were genuine, some transactional, some a mix. I wasn’t always skilled at telling 
the difference.

When your work is built on seeing clearly, it’s easy to assume you also see people 
clearly in every context. You don’t.

I could read micro‑expressions in front of a lens and completely misread intentions in 
front of a glass of wine.

More than once, I found myself in the familiar position: a woman drawn in by the way I 
saw her, by the images we made together, by the electricity of a night that felt more real 
than her daily life—and then gone, pulled back into her own orbit, leaving me with prints, 
memories, and another abrupt chapter break.

**What I was slowly learning—but not yet ready to admit—was that love asked for a 
different kind of attention than art. In the studio or at a show, I could pour everything I 
had into a moment, capture it, and be done. With a person, the moment was just the 
beginning. Love didn’t want a single, perfect frame; it wanted presence, repeatedly, on 
days when nothing was selling and no one was clapping. I kept offering people my best 
images when what they needed was my unedited self, and I didn’t yet trust that version 
enough to put him on anyone’s wall.**

Fifty thousand in a night didn’t change that pattern. If anything, it made it easier for 
people to step into my life quickly and leave just as fast.

They weren’t abandoning a struggling artist with nothing to offer. They were stepping in 
and out of a story that seemed exciting, shiny, cinematic. For them, it was a scene. For 
me, it was my life.

The boy with the blue pen and the blackened page was still inside, scratching, 
revealing, trying to make sense of layers.



He had more resources now. Better tools. Larger stages. Higher stakes.

But his core strategy hadn’t changed:

Take whatever happens—fear, success, love, loss—and put it in a frame.  
Make an image.  
Hang it on a wall, in a gallery, in a mind.

Hope that in doing so, the chaos becomes just a little more bearable.



Chapter Ten – Cocaine and Control

Every world has an underside.  
If you stay long enough, it stops being optional.

For a while, I convinced myself I was just skimming the surface.

I was the artist, the bartender, the connector. I poured drinks, took pictures, introduced 
people, stayed up too late. I watched deals happen at the edges of my vision—small 
bags changing hands, pupils blown wide, people disappearing into bathrooms and back 
rooms and returning louder, looser, lighter.

“That’s not my thing,” I told myself.  
“I’m here for the art. For the people. For the energy.”

It was true. Until it wasn’t.

The first time I did cocaine, it didn’t feel like crossing a line. It felt like joining a 
conversation I’d been listening to for years.

I was exhausted—days of back‑to‑back shoots, nights upon nights behind the bar, 
gallery planning wedged into the cracks between. Sleep had become something other 
people did. My body was sending signals I had learned to ignore: tremors, headaches, a 
heart that didn’t seem to understand the concept of “resting rate.”

A friend, someone I trusted enough to accept a drink from, leaned in and said the same 
sentence I’d heard spoken to other people a hundred times:

“This will help you keep up.”

It wasn’t presented as danger. It was a solution. A tool. A way to match the city’s pace 
without collapsing.

I told myself I’d try it once. Just to see.

The line burned. My nose, my throat, my sinuses lit up. Within minutes, the world 
sharpened. The noise in my head—usually a messy mix of worry, ideas, and what‑ifs—
narrowed. I felt clear. Focused. Awake in a way caffeine could never touch.

Behind the bar, I moved faster. Jokes landed. Flirtations sparkled. My body, which had 
been dragging, felt light. The fatigue receded like a tide.

From the outside, it probably looked like I’d just hit a second wind. The kind you can 
summon with the right song or the right crowd.

Inside, a click had happened.



The drug didn’t create energy I didn’t have. It displaced the cost. It let me borrow from 
tomorrow to pay for tonight.

As with most dangerous things, the trouble wasn’t in the first moment. It was in how 
quickly that moment became a pattern.

I didn’t wake up the next day and declare myself a different person. I woke up tired, 
head buzzing, heart a little scattered, and went back to work. The city didn’t pause so I 
could evaluate my choices. It kept moving. So did I.

Nights blurred.  
Lines blurred.

A bump before a shift to get through the first rush. Another later to “take the edge off” 
the crowd’s chaos. A small taste at an after‑hours party, offered with the same 
casualness as a drink.

“No big deal,” I told myself. “I’ve survived worse. This is just…help.”

It didn’t feel like escaping. It felt like coping.

I had always used art to regulate myself—to manage fear, to organize confusion. Now I 
had another regulator, one that didn’t require eight hours of walking or a day alone in a 
darkroom.

The problem with chemical regulators is that they don’t care what they regulate. They 
quiet what hurts, but they also quiet what keeps you honest.

The same cocaine that helped me ignore physical exhaustion also dimmed the alarms 
in my head. The little voice that said, “This person isn’t safe,” or “You’re pushing too 
hard,” or “You need to stop now” became harder to hear over the buzz.

At the Palladium and elsewhere, I saw clearly how this played out in others.

Models who had come to New York full of hope and hunger slowly slid from “a drink to 
relax before a shoot” to needing something just to feel normal. Photographers whose 
work I admired became sloppy, missing focus, missing deadlines, missing entire nights.

There were women who came to me shaking, not from the cold but from withdrawal. 
There were men whose charm turned scary after three or four bumps, the warmth in 
their eyes replaced with something predatory.

I recognized the patterns. I framed them. I talked privately with people I cared about, 
told them they were more than this, that they could walk away. I believed what I was 
saying.



I just didn’t apply it to myself as quickly.

Because my narrative was different. I was functioning. I was producing. I was selling. 
The shows were going well. The clients were happy. The drinks were poured on time. I 
could point to tangible proof that I wasn’t “like them.”

Addiction loves that kind of arrogance.

Underneath the surface, the same things that had always made me vulnerable were still 
there.

I felt too much. Thought too much. Worked too much. Loved too much when I let myself 
love at all. Cocaine didn’t change my nature; it amplified all of it.

Lights got brighter. Music hit harder. A woman’s touch felt like electricity directly to the 
nervous system. Conversations raced. Plans multiplied. My already‑fast mind went into 
overdrive, connecting ideas in lightning chains.

For a while, that translated into genuinely interesting work. New experiments. New 
concepts. Sleepless nights that produced images I might not have found any other way.

But every high has a tail.

When the effects wore off, I dropped hard.

The worms didn’t come back, but their cousins did—subtle dread, racing thoughts, the 
sense that something terrible was about to happen even when I was sitting alone in a 
perfectly safe room.

My heart pounded in my chest in ways that weren’t poetic anymore; they were medical. 
There were nights I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, certain that if I fell asleep, I might 
not wake up.

Did I stop? No. Not then.

I adjusted. I balanced stimulants with downers—Valium, weed, anything that would 
smooth the edges when the sharpness became unbearable. I told myself I was 
self‑medicating, that I “understood my body,” that I could handle the chemistry because 
I was paying attention.

The truth is, I was managing symptoms while ignoring causes.

I had built a life around intensity, and now I was using chemicals to keep up with the life 
I’d built.



On the outside, success continued. More shows. More clients. More recognition. More 
nights where the city whispered that I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

Inside, cracks formed.

Attention span fractured. Sleep patterns broke. My already‑fragile relationship with time 
turned erratic—days disappearing, nights stretching into strange, jittery marathons. I’d 
stand in front of a mirror and not fully recognize the man looking back—eyes a little too 
bright, skin a little too drawn, a buzz in his jaw that didn’t go away.

The people around me were not blind. Some said nothing—the city teaches you early 
not to intervene in other people’s spirals unless you’re prepared to be pulled in. A few 
tried to reach me.

“You’re going too hard,” one friend said, voice low, eyes serious. “You can’t keep this 
pace forever.”

“I’m fine,” I answered. “Look at the work. Look at the shows. I’m fine.”

I believed it. Until my body gave me a preview of what “not fine” would look like.

A pain in my chest that didn’t feel like anxiety. Numbness where there shouldn’t be 
numbness. A moment behind the bar when I had to grip the counter harder than usual to 
stay upright.

For someone who had always lived so much in his head, it was a brutal reminder that 
the body keeps its own books. And it collects.

**Somewhere in there, the part of me that had always questioned systems—the kid who 
argued with clocks and calendars—started to notice a different pattern. Chemistry was 
just another system. Cocaine, alcohol, Valium, adrenaline, dopamine: levers in a 
network. Push one, and something else moved, often where you weren’t looking. The 
universe I’d grown up suspecting was layered and interconnected was now 
demonstrating that at close range, inside my own bloodstream. You don’t get to break 
one law without bending three others. Gravity doesn’t care about your intentions; neither 
does your nervous system.**

The decision to leave that world did not come as a heroic, dramatic moment. It arrived 
quietly, like a sentence I had known for years finally finishing itself:

“If you stay, you won’t survive this.”

Art had once saved me from fear. Now I had to let it save me from myself.

The same eye that could see layers in other people could finally see the layered truth in 
my own life: the nightlife, the drugs, the relentless pace, the loneliness, the flashing 



success, the fragile heart, the childhood nervous system that had never fully calmed 
down.

It was all one multiple exposure.

Leaving meant more than changing jobs. It meant stepping out of an identity—the artist 
everyone knew at the Palladium, the man behind the bar, the photographer the city 
could find at 2 a.m.

It meant admitting that my willpower and my talent were not enough to outthink 
chemistry.

I didn’t tell everyone right away. I just started saying “no” more often. No to another 
night. No to another line. No to another show that would keep me up for three days in a 
row.

I said “yes” to something that seemed, to some of my friends, incomprehensible:

Structure.  
Daylight.  
A job where no one cared if I knew the right people at the right clubs.

**In the quiet that followed, I started to feel the shape of a different philosophy: that the 
universe might be less interested in our performances than in our alignment. You can 
spend years bending your life around artificial light and artificial highs, but gravity 
always pulls you back toward something simpler and more true—breath, heartbeat, the 
way your feet feel on a sidewalk at noon. I began to suspect that whatever 
consciousness is, it isn’t impressed by how late you can stay up; it’s interested in 
whether you can stay present when nothing exciting is happening.**

That choice—the decision to walk away from the very world that had given me so much
—would lead me into technology, into corporate systems, into a life that looked, from the 
outside, like a departure from everything I was.

It wasn’t. It was a continuation of the same quest, in a different form.

But that’s the next chapter.

For now, in this one, the story is simpler and harder:

I learned that you can use art to manage intensity for a long time.  
You can even use drugs to stretch that management further.

But eventually, if you don’t change the environment that keeps demanding more than 
you can safely give, something will break.



**Love threads through this too, quietly. Cocaine offered a counterfeit version of what I’d 
always hoped love would give me: energy, connection, the feeling of being bigger than 
my fear. But unlike love, it never stayed when the music stopped. It never held my hand 
in the hospital or walked with me in daylight. It only asked for more—more nights, more 
hours, more of my heart’s electricity—until the bill came due. Real love, I would later 
discover, doesn’t demand that you burn yourself down to stay interesting. It asks you to 
stay alive.**

I decided, barely in time, that it wasn’t going to be my heart.



Chapter Eleven – The Underside of Light

Every scene looks different when the house lights come up.

For a long time, I had only seen the front side of the nightlife world—the part washed in 
colored beams and strobes, the part where everyone pretends they’re exactly who they 
want to be. The Palladium, the bars, the parties, the private events: they all had their 
choreography.

Music up. Lights down. Drinks poured. Bodies moving.

From behind the bar and behind the camera, I saw a lot. But there were layers even my 
trained eye had skimmed over, layers I couldn’t ignore once I started to slow down 
enough to actually look.

It began with small observations.

A model who always seemed a little more dazed than her drink should account for. A 
young woman from another country whose passport was never quite “on her,” whose 
schedule was never quite her own. Men whose interest in helping “launch a career” 
came with clauses they never put in writing.

Landlords who weren’t just renting apartments, but managing people. Party promoters 
who weren’t just filling rooms, but supplying habits. Agents who blurred the line between 
representation and ownership.

At first, it felt like isolated ugliness. Bad actors in an otherwise vibrant scene.

But patterns have a way of revealing themselves to anyone who has spent his life 
looking for them.

I started to notice the same faces at different intersections of the city’s underbelly. The 
man who collected rent on a shabby walk‑up in the East Village was somehow also 
“helping” models find work. The guy who seemed generous with free drinks at the club 
also knew exactly where to get whatever else you needed, at whatever hour.

Control was the real currency.

Access to young, beautiful women—many of them far from home, hungry for 
opportunity, flattered by attention—was worth more than whatever cash changed hands 
at the bar. If you could control who got to them, and when, you could control a lot.

My role in this ecology became uncomfortably clear.



I was a connector. I knew models. I knew photographers. I knew people with money and 
people with nothing but charm. From behind the bar and through the lens, I occupied a 
central node in a network that could easily be used for good—or exploited.

The realization came slowly, then all at once.

One night, a model I’d worked with for months showed up to the club in tears. She’d 
always been tough, sarcastic, hard to rattle. That night, her edges were gone.

“He locked me out,” she said, voice breaking. “Took my keys. Said if I don’t do what he 
wants, I can find somewhere else to live.”

The “he” was her landlord. He was also, as it turned out, her manager, her “protector,” 
the one who introduced her to some of the very people who now treated her like a 
commodity.

She wasn’t asking me to rescue her. She just wanted someone to see what was 
happening and call it what it was.

“This isn’t modeling,” she said, bitter laugh cutting through her tears. “It’s being 
auctioned.”

Her words landed harder than any sermon.

I had known pieces of this, in fragments. But hearing it from someone I had 
photographed, someone whose face I’d captured in moments of joy and vulnerability, 
stripped away my ability to pretend it was just “how things worked.”

The underside of light was not abstract anymore. It had a name, a face, a tremor in her 
hands as she lifted her glass.

Around the same time, my own chemistry was becoming less manageable.

Cocaine, once a “tool,” had started turning against me. The clarity it promised came with 
paranoia, the alertness with suspicion. The same heightened perception I used to read 
faces now read threats in every shadow.

I saw danger everywhere—sometimes accurately, sometimes not.

Escalation was in the air. Fights broke out faster. People got rougher. The line between 
consensual excess and predation blurred. It became increasingly clear that if something 
went truly wrong—a body on the floor, a raid, a scandal—the ones with power would 
walk away, and the ones like me would absorb the impact.

I was nearing a familiar edge, the same edge I had danced along as a child when my 
imagination and fear merged so tightly that I couldn’t tell dreams from waking.



Back then, a blue pen and a piece of paper had given me a way to step back.

Now, the tools were different: a sober hour in daylight, a hard look at the people around 
me, a willingness to admit that my environment was no longer something I could control 
with a camera or a joke.

Leaving the nightlife wasn’t just about my health. It was about my conscience.

I didn’t want to be the guy who, twenty years from now, looked back and saw himself as 
a supporting character in other people’s nightmares—a bartender who poured one more 
drink, a photographer who introduced a girl to the wrong “opportunity,” a man who saw 
the pattern and shrugged.

The city had taught me a harsh truth: proximity is complicity, even if you don’t sign any 
contracts.

**I started to understand light differently too. In clubs and photographs, light is 
something you point, shape, and sell. On a deeper level, it’s simply what reveals what is 
already there. The same beam that makes a dancer look divine will also, if you angle it 
differently, show the bruise on her arm or the fear in her eyes. Systems work like that. 
The universe is full of structures that look beautiful from the front—the fashion industry, 
nightlife, even romance—but if you change the angle of illumination, you see who is 
paying for the glow. Once you’ve seen that, pretending not to feels like a lie against 
whatever consciousness is watching through your eyes.**

So I started stepping away. Fewer nights. Fewer favors. More distance from the men 
whose smiles never reached their eyes. More boundaries between my work and the 
machinery of exploitation that was always humming in the background.

I could feel some people’s grip on me tighten as I pulled back. Invitations became more 
insistent. “You’re not going soft, are you?” they’d joke. “You of all people should be here. 
This is your scene.”

But my scene had changed.

I had seen too much of the underside—the girl whose rent was a weapon, the actress 
who self‑medicated until she forgot who she was, the photographer who traded shoots 
for favors and then bragged about it.

And I had seen too much of my own.

The nights of chemically enhanced focus followed by mornings of shaking hands and a 
heart that felt like it was trying to punch its way out of my chest. The way love, already 
difficult for me to navigate, became almost impossible when everything was filtered 
through substances and sleeplessness.



You can’t learn how to love when you’re constantly running from yourself.

The boy who once couldn’t tell time had grown into a man who could feel every second 
of his life slipping faster than he could process it. The artist who had used art to survive 
fear was now using it—and drugs—to survive the environment that his art had helped 
build.

Something had to give.

The decision to leave the nightlife, to step into a world of systems and daylight and 
corporate logic, seemed bizarre to some of the people who knew me then.

“You? In an office?” they laughed. “You’ll last a week.”

They didn’t understand that I wasn’t choosing fluorescent lights over strobe lights. I was 
choosing a different kind of frame.

One where reality was shaped by protocols instead of predators. Where intensity came 
from solving complex problems, not from seeing how far I could push my body before it 
pushed back. Where art could coexist with structure instead of being used to sell the 
same escape that was quietly eroding me.

**Part of me also wanted to test a theory I hadn’t fully articulated: that if the universe is, 
as I suspected, some kind of connected field, then it has to exist in boardrooms and 
server rooms just as much as in back rooms and dance floors. If consciousness runs 
underneath everything, it should be possible to find it in daylight systems too—in code, 
in contracts, in the quiet integrity of doing the right thing when no one is watching. 
Leaving nightlife wasn’t just escape; it was an experiment in whether a different 
environment could support the same soul.**

The underside of light had taught me something crucial:

If you build your life in places that reward your worst impulses, you will eventually 
confuse those impulses with who you are.

I was not the drugs.  
I was not the club.  
I was not the man other people needed me to be to keep their machines running.

I was the kid with the line.  
The teenager with the crayons under black.  
The young man with the camera, trying to make sense of overlapping realities.



Leaving didn’t erase the past. It didn’t absolve me of every moment I’d looked the other 
way. But it created the possibility of something that had felt impossible in the middle of 
the neon:

To live in a way where my art and my conscience were on the same side.

**And quietly, underneath the fear and the fatigue, was another possibility I barely dared 
to name: that maybe there was a version of love that didn’t depend on fog machines 
and last‑call confessions. A love that could stand up in full house lights, in morning 
breath and unpaid bills and ordinary Tuesdays, and still choose to stay. If the universe 
really is a kind of shared canvas, then I wanted to see if two people could paint on it 
together without one of them owning the other. That experiment required me to step out 
of rooms where ownership was the whole point.**

That possibility was worth more than any night behind the bar, any rush, any whispered 
promise that “this is where it’s happening.”

I had seen where “it” led. I wanted something else.



Chapter Twelve – Walking Away from the City

From the outside, it looked like I was giving something up.

Why would anyone walk away from a life like mine? That was the unspoken question in 
the eyes of people who knew me only as the bartender at the center of everything, the 
photographer who could get you on the right walls, the artist whose work sold in rooms 
most people never entered.

To them, the city was the dream.  
To me, it had become a mirror I no longer trusted.

Leaving did not start with a dramatic scene. There was no public declaration, no 
last‑night‑ever at the Palladium, no cinematic speech about finding myself. It began 
quietly, in my body.

A hand gripping the bar a little tighter than necessary to stay steady.  
A breath that wouldn’t come all the way in.  
A bolt of pain that didn’t feel like anxiety—it felt like warning.

If you live long enough ignoring your nervous system, it eventually stops asking nicely.

Doctors entered the picture. Tests. Numbers. Charts. Words like “risk” and “damage” 
and “if you keep this up” spoken in tones that didn’t leave much room for bravado. I’d 
already pushed my body hard—long walks, sleepless nights, chemicals layered on top 
of stress. Now my heart was sending invoices for years of overdraft.

The city didn’t care. The clubs didn’t pause. The calls kept coming. Can you shoot this? 
Can you bartend that night? Can you make the opening? Can you meet?

I stood in the middle of the flow and realized something simple and terrifying:

If I stayed, my life would end here, in some version of this loop—behind a bar, in a back 
room, on a sidewalk, maybe with people who genuinely cared, maybe with people who 
barely knew my last name.

The boy who had once been afraid of worms and nightmares was now afraid of dying in 
a place that had stopped feeling like possibility and started feeling like inevitability.

Fear, once again, became a teacher.

Leaving meant stepping into a kind of unknown I had avoided my whole life: structure.

Not the false structure of clocks and dates that never made sense to me as a child, but 
the tangible structure of systems, schedules, responsibilities that didn’t revolve around 
who was playing what set at 1:00 a.m.



It meant taking a job.

A real job. With a badge. With a desk. With meetings that had agendas and minutes. 
With acronyms that stood for things like networks, protocols, services. A world where 
communication flowed through cables and satellites instead of through whispers over a 
bar.

AT&T was not Paris or Hollywood. It was fluorescent lighting, cubicles, diagrams. To 
many of my nightlife friends, it sounded like exile. To me, it sounded like a new kind of 
canvas.

I’ve always been drawn to systems I can understand. The problem with the nightlife 
system was that its rules were written by greed, addiction, and ego. The rules of 
telecommunications were different. They were technical. Logical. If X, then Y. Packets, 
routes, signals. You could trace cause and effect.

Stepping into that environment was like walking into air‑conditioning after years in a 
fever.

People there cared about whether calls connected, whether data moved, whether 
outages were resolved. No one cared what I looked like under club lights. No one asked 
who I knew in the scene. The currency was competence.

It was humbling to go from being “someone” in one world to being “the new guy” in 
another.

Behind the bar, I’d been at the center of a spinning wheel. In the office, I was one spoke 
among many. The ego I’d accumulated from gallery nights and packed clubs had to 
stand in line behind the part of me that wanted to learn.

I discovered that the same brain that layered exposures and framed images could also 
map networks and troubleshoot problems. Where others saw chaos on a screen of logs 
and alerts, I saw patterns. Causes hidden under symptoms. Solutions buried under 
panic.

It was art, in a different language.

During the week, I lived in that world—data, phones, systems. On weekends, I kept a 
toe in my old life by working with New York Film Works, managing accounts, liaising 
between fashion photographers and ad agencies.

Standing between those two worlds—corporate structure on one side, creative chaos on 
the other—I began to reconstruct myself.



I paid off debts, both financial and emotional. I showed up on time. I took care of my 
health in ways that would have bored the younger version of me: medications taken as 
prescribed, sleep that lasted more than a few hours, meals that didn’t come from 
whatever tray was closest at 3 a.m.

The cravings for the old life didn’t disappear overnight.

There were evenings when the hum of the office emptied out and I felt an ache for the 
sound of bass, for the flash of lights, for the feeling of being known by name in a room 
where everyone wanted something. There were nights when I lay in bed, sober and 
restless, missing the rush that came with a line, a drink, a flirtation, a dangerous 
conversation.

Art filled some of that space.  
Routine filled another part.  
Time—the same time I’d once rejected—started to feel less like an enemy and more like 
a container.

I walked.

Miles and miles, through neighborhoods and parks, not for nightlife, but for health. My 
cardiologist’s advice and my own instinct combined into a plan: if I kept moving, maybe 
my blood and my thoughts would too.

I walked off cravings.  
I walked off memories.  
I walked myself into a new relationship with my own body.

The city looked different at those hours. Morning light on buildings I’d only ever seen at 
night. Children going to school where I used to stagger home. Workers opening shops 
I’d only known as locked doors under neon.

I realized how small my universe had been, even when I thought it was big.

Leaving the nightlife world didn’t mean abandoning art. It meant giving it a new role.

Instead of being the excuse for my excess, it became the reward for my discipline. After 
a week of problem‑solving in systems, I’d sit down with photographs, digital tools, 
restoration projects. I’d lose track of hours—not in a club fugue, but in focused creation.

The same way drawing that first line had once pulled me out of terror, the work now 
pulled me through the dull ache of withdrawal—from substances, from identity, from a 
life that no longer fit.

My friends from the old world reacted in different ways.



Some drifted off, the connection fading once I wasn’t at the bar or the club, once I 
wasn’t useful in the same ways. Some resented my choice, seeing it as judgment on 
their staying. “So you’re better than us now?” they’d say, half‑joking, half‑accusing.

Others watched quietly, curious if I’d come back.

A few, very few, understood. They were the ones who had seen the underside as I had, 
who had buried friends, who had their own pills lined up on nightstands, their own 
hearts that had skipped too many warning beats.

“You’re smart to get out,” one of them said, eyes shining with something between envy 
and grief. “I don’t know how.”

I didn’t know either. Not completely. I only knew that my life, for all its intensity and story, 
was still mine to steer—for the moment.

Walking away from the city’s brightest spots didn’t make my life smaller. It made it 
longer.

It gave me years I might not have had.  
Years to deepen my art.  
Years to stumble through more chapters of love.  
Years to eventually write about all of it with enough distance to see patterns.

**Somewhere along those walks, my old argument with time softened. I had spent 
childhood resisting clocks because they felt like an imposed fiction. Now, watching 
shadows move across sidewalks at a pace my damaged heart could match, I started to 
feel time less as a schedule and more as a medium—something the universe uses to 
stretch experience out so consciousness can actually absorb it. Nights in the club had 
compressed everything into flashes; these miles uncompressed it, letting memory, 
regret, and gratitude exist in the same long frame.**

What I learned in that transition was simple and hard:

Art alone is not enough to save you if you keep placing yourself in environments 
designed to devour you.  
Love, especially the kind I was chasing, won’t save you either. It will distract you, thrill 
you, break you, but it can’t substitute for a life you’re willing to protect.

Leaving the city as I had known it was an act of love—not for someone else, but for the 
part of me that still believed there was more to do here than burn out beautifully.

I stepped out of the neon and into fluorescent light, out of 3 a.m. into 9 a.m., out of a life 
that measured worth in immediacy into one that measured it in persistence.



I didn’t know it then, but that choice was the beginning of the chapter where art would 
shift from being my escape to being my therapy, my work, my philosophy—a steady 
companion in a life finally built to last long enough to tell the whole story.



Chapter Thirteen – Two Jobs, Two Selves

When you leave one world, the next one doesn’t always feel like home.  
Sometimes it feels like a translation.

During the week, my life shifted into an entirely different vocabulary.

Fluorescent lights. Cubicles. Conference rooms with long tables and whiteboards. 
Acronyms everywhere. Systems diagrams taped to walls. People talking about “uptime,” 
“throughput,” “redundancy” instead of “sets,” “set lists,” or “who’s spinning tonight.”

At AT&T, reality was measured in signals and outages, not in who got past the velvet 
rope.

I learned quickly.

Phones, networks, switching, routing—underneath all the corporate jargon, there was 
something I recognized: structure. Cause and effect. If this line goes down, that call 
fails. If this switch misroutes, that whole region goes dark. You could trace a problem 
from symptom back to source, like following a crack in glass to the impact point.

It was, in its own way, like looking at a contact sheet and understanding why one 
exposure worked and another didn’t.

**The tools were different, but the logic felt familiar. Instead of lenses and film speeds, I 
had trunks and circuits. Instead of adjusting aperture and shutter, I was adjusting routes 
and priorities in a switch. I’d stare at a wall of alarms the way I once stared at a wall of 
proofs—marking what was working, circling what was off, asking, “Where did the signal 
fall apart?” A good troubleshoot, like a good print, was about controlling what flowed 
where: light through glass, current through copper, information through a network of 
decisions.**

The same pattern‑seeking brain that had layered photographs now mapped invisible 
architecture. Where others saw chaos in logs and error codes, I saw stories. A system 
trying to tell us what hurt.

I took pride in that.

There was a quiet satisfaction in solving a problem no one outside the building would 
ever thank me for. Somewhere, a family could talk, a business could process payments, 
a hospital could call out. They’d never know my name. They didn’t need to. The 
connection was the point.

It was a different kind of service than pouring drinks, but there was a through line: I was 
still standing between people and what they needed, smoothing the path.



My days started earlier than I thought possible for me. Alarm, coffee, commute. Office. 
Meetings. Troubleshooting. Documentation. The rhythm of a life that, on the surface, 
looked conventional.

On weekends, I stepped sideways back into the image world.

New York Film Works became my second orbit. Not as a wild‑eyed artist or nightlife 
fixture, but as someone who could bridge creative and corporate—managing accounts, 
handling logistics, translating between fashion photographers and ad agencies.

In their offices, the walls were lined with contact sheets, test prints, layouts. Names of 
major brands floated in the air, attached to campaigns and budgets. The stakes were 
different here than in the clubs. Reputations and money were still on the line, but in a 
more structured way.

I saw photographers at the top of their game—people whose names I’d once only read 
in credits. I watched how they negotiated, how they presented their portfolios, how they 
protected their vision while still delivering what clients demanded.

It was an education you couldn’t get in any classroom.

I occupied a weird space in all of this—a man in transition.

To the corporate world, I was the creative guy who happened to understand tech. To the 
creative world, I was the tech guy who still had an artist’s eye. I didn’t fully belong to 
either, but I could speak both languages.

Living between those two jobs meant living between two selves.

Weekday me wore ID badges, sat in chairs with wheels, and worried about service 
levels. Weekend me talked about mood boards, lighting setups, and layouts. One self 
thrived on predictability, the other on risk and improvisation.

In the cracks between them, I started to rebuild.

Debt that had piled up in my wilder years began to shrink. I mailed checks with a certain 
grim joy—proof that I was no longer living entirely in the moment, that I was cleaning up 
after the version of me who believed bills were a problem for future John.

My health, fragile and impatient, responded to the new discipline. Less whiplash 
between sleep and wake, between stimulant and crash. More walks. More water. More 
of the mundane choices that, when stacked, add years to a life.

There were nights when the old cravings prowled.



After a long day tracing network issues, it was easy to fantasize about the instant relief 
of a bar’s noise, a familiar DJ, a drink handed across wood. After a week of meetings 
and documentation, I’d sit in my apartment and feel the ghosts of the old city pull at me
—neon, bodies, the sense of being in the center of something.

But another pull had grown stronger.

The work.

Not the work that had once been glued to nightlife, but the quieter work I did alone with 
a computer and images.

Digital tools opened new doors. Where the darkroom had once been a ritual of 
chemicals and red light, software now allowed me to manipulate pixels with a kind of 
precision that felt almost surgical.

I started restoring old photographs—cracked family portraits, faded prints, damaged 
memories. People would hand me images they thought were ruined—a father 
half‑vanished, a child’s face scratched out by time—and I would bring them back.

There was something deeply healing about that.

I was literally reconstructing images that life had broken. Line by line, pixel by pixel, I 
erased damage and revealed what had always been there underneath. It echoed what I 
had been trying to do internally for years.

**On some nights, I’d zoom so far into a file that the image dissolved into abstract 
squares of color, tiny units of information that meant nothing alone and everything 
together. It was hard not to see the metaphor: lives, relationships, entire histories made 
up of tiny decisions and moments, some bright, some dark, all arranged into a pattern 
we call “me.” Fixing a torn edge or rebuilding a missing eye felt like collaborating with 
the universe on a small act of mercy—agreeing that what time or chaos had erased 
didn’t have to stay erased.**

Two jobs. Two selves. One pattern.

In the daylight world of AT&T, I learned that systems could be maintained, repaired, 
strengthened. In the image world of Film Works and my own projects, I learned the 
same about memory.

The nights alone with a screen became my new kind of darkroom. I’d sit for hours, 
completely sober, fully present, and lose track of time in a way that felt more like flow 
and less like blackout.

The high was subtler but more sustainable.



Love, during this period, slipped in and out like a shy animal.

I dated. Tried. Stumbled. There were women who were intrigued by the double life—the 
stable job and the artist’s past, the man who could talk about subnets one minute and 
composition the next.

Some of them were from the old world, curious to see if I’d softened or hardened. 
Others were from the new, trying to understand the man who seemed at once older than 
his age and strangely innocent about certain kinds of office politics.

I carried my old patterns with me, of course.

I still fell too fast when I let myself fall. Still struggled with timing. Still felt that familiar 
ache when something that looked like it might become a novel turned out to be another 
short story.

But now, when a chapter of love ended abruptly, I didn’t have a club or a bag to 
disappear into. I had work. I had walks. I had the slow, unglamorous process of showing 
up again on Monday morning whether my heart was intact or not.

In some ways, that was harder. In others, it was exactly what I needed.

Two jobs kept me from spinning entirely into any one identity. If one world disappointed 
me, the other still needed me to show up. If love failed on Friday, there was a network 
issue waiting on Tuesday. If a meeting went badly, there was an image waiting to be 
rescued on Saturday.

**Slowly, I started to suspect that whatever this universe is—whether you call it God, 
consciousness, or just an elegant accident—it seemed less interested in my dramatic 
nights than in my repeated yes to ordinary days. Loving anyone, including myself, was 
going to require that same repetition: not just the grand gestures, but the thousand 
small times you keep showing up when no song is playing and no one is clapping.**

Balance is rarely elegant. Mine certainly wasn’t.

But somewhere between fluorescent lights and the glow of a monitor at 1 a.m., between 
systems diagrams and layered images, I began to feel something I hadn’t felt in a long 
time:

Stability.

Not the dull, dead version I’d once associated with giving up, but a groundedness that 
made room for art instead of using art as an excuse to fall apart.



I was learning, slowly, that it’s possible to be more than one person at once without 
breaking—all those multiple exposures finally finding a way to coexist in a single frame 
without tearing the paper.

The nightlife version of me was fading, but not erased.  
The corporate version was growing, but not in control.  
The artist remained, adapting, watching, making.

Two jobs. Two selves.

And behind them both, the same lifelong project:

Figuring out how to live with a mind and a heart that feel too much, without burning 
everything down just to see the colors.



Chapter Fourteen – Reconstructing the Image

I didn’t realize at first that I was in withdrawal.

Not just from chemicals, though my body was definitely recalibrating from years of 
abusing its chemistry, but from a whole way of being—noise, adrenaline, neon, urgency. 
The absence of chaos can feel like loss when you’ve built a life around managing it.

Days at the office and weekends with Film Works filled the hours, but there was still a 
restless space inside me that didn’t know where to go. I had removed one regulator—
the nightlife—and weakened another—the drugs. Something had to take their place, or 
the pressure would find a crack.

Art stepped in, again, but this time in a new form.

It started small, like so many important things do. A friend handed me an old photograph 
and said, “Do you think you can fix this?”

The print was yellowed, creased, a web of cracks slicing through faces. Parts were 
missing—edges eaten by time, a corner torn away. It looked beyond saving.

I scanned it, pulled it onto a screen, and zoomed in.

Cracks turned into canyons of broken tone. Faces dissolved into pixelated scars. I 
started repairing what I could see—cloning small patches, smoothing lines, guessing 
where shadows should fall. What began as a favor turned into hours of meticulous 
attention.

There was something profoundly calming about it.

Unlike the nightlife, where everything was loud and fast, this work was quiet and patient. 
Unlike cocaine, which hijacked my focus, this required focus to exist. I couldn’t rush. 
Every careless move made things worse.

When I finished, the photograph wasn’t perfect. But it was recognizable again. A family 
that had been half‑lost to damage was present. Eyes, smiles, the curve of a hand on a 
shoulder—all restored enough to feel real.

When I showed it to my friend, she cried.

“That’s my grandfather,” she said, touching the screen as if she could reach through. “I 
haven’t really seen his face in years.”

Her reaction hit me harder than any gallery sale.



This wasn’t about prestige or price. It was about memory. About giving someone back a 
piece of their past they thought time had erased.

I started seeking out more of those images—old family albums, boxes of prints from 
other people’s closets, forgotten frames on thrift store walls. Each one was an invitation 
to do for others what I’d been trying to do for myself since childhood: reconstruct what 
had been damaged.

The process became its own ritual.

Scan. Zoom. Assess. Where is the harm? Where is the information underneath? What 
can be recovered and what must be inferred? How do you honor the original while 
acknowledging the break?

I realized I was asking the same questions about myself.

Where had life cracked me? Where were the lines superficial, and where had they cut 
deep? What parts of my story could be restored as they were, and what parts needed to 
be reimagined so I could live with them?

During the week at AT&T, I mapped networks and resolved outages. On the weekends 
and late nights, I mapped photographs and resolved damage. Two versions of the same 
act: troubleshooting.

And still, art evolved.

I began painting over photographs digitally, blending mediums the way I’d once blended 
exposures in‑camera. Adding color where none had been. Emphasizing certain lines, 
softening others. Sometimes the result looked almost hyperreal, more vivid than the 
original moment. Other times it veered into abstraction, the person dissolving into 
shapes and textures.

Clients started asking for this kind of work intentionally.

“Can you do that thing you do,” they’d say, waving their hands, “where it looks like a 
painting and a photo at the same time?”

They didn’t know that what I was really doing was making visible the way I experienced 
people—never just as they appeared, but as a blend of what they showed and what I 
sensed underneath.

In retrospect, it’s obvious: I wasn’t just reconstructing images. I was reconstructing my 
identity.

The nightlife had given me one version of myself—the connector, the nocturnal artist, 
the man in the middle of the storm. The corporate world gave me another—the 



technician, the problem‑solver, the reliable one. The restoration work introduced a third: 
the healer.

I had never thought of myself that way.

Healing sounded too noble, too clean, for a man with my history of excess and 
mistakes. But there it was, at least in this narrow context: people brought me broken 
things, and I helped make them whole enough to hold again.

It didn’t erase what I’d seen or done in the past. It didn’t magically resolve my struggles 
with love, with trust, with my own mind. But it gave me a new place to stand.

Instead of using art to escape my feelings, I was using it to move through them.

When a relationship faltered, when a chapter of love ended the way so many did—
suddenly, with more questions than answers—I didn’t instinctively reach for a drink or a 
club door. I reached for files.

I’d sit down and lose myself in restoring someone else’s memories.

At first that felt like avoidance. Then I realized it was something else: regulation.

While I rebuilt a stranger’s wedding photo or a long‑dead mother’s face, my own 
heartbreak had somewhere to sit that wasn’t the center of the universe. Pain shrank 
enough for me to examine it without being consumed.

In those hours, I started to see a pattern that linked my learning struggles, my art, my 
addictions, and my love life.

I had always been trying to repair something.

As a child, it was the boundary between imagination and reality, drawing lines to keep 
nightmares from flooding everything. In school, it was the gap between how the world 
was taught and how it actually felt. In the clubs, it was the disconnect between the bright 
promise of the night and the emptiness of the morning after. In love, it was the distance 
between how deeply I felt and how briefly most people stayed.

Now, with a cursor and a tablet instead of a pen and a toothpick, I had found a literal 
way to practice repair.

One pixel, one line, one shade at a time.

The pace of this work matched the pace at which I could safely change myself: slowly, 
carefully, with attention to detail. There were no shortcuts here, no chemical 
accelerants. Just the steady application of effort.



It dawned on me—quietly, not as some grand revelation—that I was experiencing art as 
therapy long before I knew the term.

Therapy isn’t always sitting in a chair across from someone taking notes. Sometimes it’s 
sitting alone with an image and deciding, over and over, that it’s worth the time to make 
it better.

**On some nights, I’d lean back from the screen and feel a strange conviction that this 
was bigger than nostalgia. Restoring these images felt like cooperating with something 
in the universe that insists on continuity, on connection—that refuses to let every break 
be the end of the story. If consciousness is a kind of shared field, then each repaired 
photograph was one tiny act of stitching the field back together, saying, “This mattered. 
This still matters.”**

The man who once measured his nights by how late he stayed out began to measure 
his progress by how long he could sit still, present, working, without needing to run 
away from himself.

The city outside still moved. People still sought their highs in all the old places. The old 
me still lived somewhere in my memory, brandishing a shot glass and a camera in dim 
corners.

But at a desk lit by a single lamp, in front of a screen filled with a damaged photograph, 
another version of me was gaining ground—the one who believed that not everything 
broken has to stay that way.

Reconstructing the image, I was quietly reconstructing my life.



Chapter Fifteen – The Art That Saved Me
It took me years to understand that art wasn’t just something I did.  
It was something that had been doing something to me all along.

When people look at my life from the outside, they see the highlights: the photographs, 
the shows, the famous faces, the wild nights, the survival. They see the chapters of love 
and the chapters of art and, if they’re generous, they call it a colorful life.

What they usually don’t see is the through‑line that kept me alive.

It started before I knew the word “art.” Before cameras, before galleries, before 
headlines. It started with a cheap pen and a blank page, a four‑year‑old boy drawing a 
continuous line to keep his fear from swallowing him.

Back then, it felt like instinct. My hands moved because my mind needed them to.

I didn’t know I was regulating my nervous system. I didn’t know I was practicing a form 
of meditation or therapy. I only knew that when I drew, the monsters stepped back. The 
tightness in my chest loosened. The world became slightly more navigable.

Then came color under black, the toothpick scratching through darkness to reveal what 
was still alive beneath. Then cameras, frames, multiple exposures. Then the Palladium, 
the bar, the lens between me and a world that moved too fast.

Every time life became too much—too loud, too bright, too painful—art was the one 
place where “too much” could be turned into something.

It wasn’t always pretty. Sometimes the images were harsh, fragmented, difficult to look 
at. But even those were better than the alternative: feelings left unshaped, running wild 
through my system.

I didn’t see it that way then.

In my twenties and thirties, I thought of art as expression, as a career, as a way out of 
small rooms and small expectations. I thought of it as a way to be seen, to be valued, to 
connect. All of that was true.

But beneath that, something quieter was happening.

Art was always the thing that allowed me to feel without being destroyed by what I felt.

It translated panic into lines. Loneliness into images. Confusion into structure. Love into 
faces and bodies and light. Grief into restoration.



Even when I was at my worst—chemically altered, sleep‑deprived, burning myself in the 
nightlife—art never joined in on the destruction. It was the one thing that always 
oriented toward life.

The city might have used my work to sell excess, but the act of making it was still the 
act of choosing focus over fragmentation.

That distinction became clear only after I stepped away from the neon and into the 
quieter, steadier rhythm of my two‑job life.

Without the constant blast of clubs and chemicals, I could finally hear what art had been 
saying to me all along:

“I am not here to help you escape. I am here to help you stay.”

Stay in your body long enough to feel what hurts without running.  
Stay with your thoughts long enough to understand them instead of drowning in them.  
Stay with your memories long enough to sort through what’s worth keeping and what 
needs to be let go.

Drawing did that. Photography did that. Restoration did that. Even the digital work, 
which some people dismiss as “less real” than analog, did that.

When I sat down in front of a screen to repair a damaged photograph, I wasn’t just 
smoothing out cracks in paper. I was practicing staying with damage—my own and 
others’—without flinching.

When I layered exposures, blending faces and light and motion, I was acknowledging 
that people, including me, are never one thing at a time. That we can be both broken 
and beautiful, both ashamed and proud, both longing and afraid.

Art gave me permission to be complicated.

The world around me often wanted me simple: the party guy, the tortured artist, the tech 
guy, the hopeless romantic, the survivor. Easy to label. Easy to understand. Easy to 
use.

Art refused those shortcuts.

It insisted on nuance, on contradiction, on layers. It let me carry parts of myself that 
didn’t fit into any one story.

Love, in contrast, often wanted clarity I couldn’t give.

What are we? Where is this going? Why do you feel this much this fast? Why can’t you 
just be happy with what is?



I didn’t have answers that made sense to most people. I just had intensity, history, and a 
heart that had been broken enough times to be both cautious and reckless at once.

In relationship after relationship, my confusion about love mirrored my confusion about 
learning as a child. The rules seemed arbitrary. The timing seemed off. I couldn’t accept 
the idea that something as profound as connection could be reduced to checklists, 
income brackets, and algorithmic compatibility.

I ran on meaning, not convenience. On depth, not surface. On the belief that if two 
people truly saw each other, they could find a way through almost anything.

Life repeatedly disagreed.

Chapters of love flared and ended. Women who had become muses vanished from my 
daily life, leaving behind images that outlived the feelings they were born from. 
Promises made in whispered, late‑night voices evaporated in daylight.

Every time, the same pattern:

Shock. Pain. The old tightness in the chest. The familiar thought: “I misread this again.”  
And then, almost automatically, art.

Write it. Photograph it. Rework the images. Design pages. Walk with a camera until the 
world gives you something beautiful to balance the loss.

It wasn’t about avoiding grief. It was about giving grief a job.

Looking back, I can see how, over time, a shift occurred.

My obsession with finding a soulmate—the one person who would stay, who would hold 
all my layers without flinching—began to lose ground to another obsession: making 
work that told the truth about who I was and what I’d lived.

The fantasy of being completed by another person softened into the practice of 
completing images, chapters, projects. The hunger for a love story that would finally last 
morphed into the hunger to leave behind a body of work that made my existence make 
sense.

That doesn’t mean I stopped wanting love.  
It means I stopped treating it as the only proof that my life mattered.

Art did not abandon me.

When people left, when careers shifted, when health faltered, when systems failed, art 
remained faithful. It didn’t always come easily—there were dry spells, blocks, doubts—



but it never ghosted me, never gave me mixed signals, never told me I was “too much” 
or “not enough.”

It simply waited for me to pick up the tools.

In quiet moments now, when I trace the line from that four‑year‑old boy in the garden to 
the man writing these words, I see art’s fingerprints on every chapter.

It caught my hand when fear tried to pull me out of my body.  
It gave me a way to stand in front of the biggest personalities in the world and not 
disappear.  
It offered structure when school taught me systems that didn’t feel true.  
It allowed me to sit with pain I would otherwise have outrun.  
It let me love, again and again, even when love didn’t last—because it gave me a way 
to metabolize the endings.

If there is such a thing as a soulmate in my story, it is not a person.

It is the act of making.

The line, the lens, the layer.  
The decision, over and over, to turn experience into form.

**If the universe is, as I’ve always suspected, some kind of vast, shared field of 
meaning, then making art has been my way of sending signals back into that field—of 
saying, “I was here. I felt this. I tried to turn it into something that might help someone 
else feel less alone.”**

That act has saved me more times than I can count—  
from fear, from addiction, from despair, from the seductive lie that I am only as valuable 
as the last person who chose me.

Art chose me first.  
And when love couldn’t stay, art stayed.

That is not a consolation prize.  
It is the foundation on which the rest of this story stands.



Chapter Sixteen – The Body That Betrayed Me

For most of my life, I treated my body like a stubborn accomplice—something that 
would go along with whatever I demanded as long as I kept pushing. It had endured 
sleepless nights, decades of stress, bad food, worse habits, and more adrenaline than 
any cardiologist would recommend.

Eventually, it stopped cooperating.  

What began as small signals—shortness of breath, fatigue that sleep couldn’t touch, a 
heaviness in my chest I couldn’t blame on anxiety—turned into something I couldn’t 
frame away.

Doctors entered the scene with the same seriousness I once reserved for gallery 
openings. Tests. Scans. Numbers. Blood pressure readings that made nurses raise their 
eyebrows. Arteries that looked more like narrow paths than highways. Words like 
“blockage,” “stents,” “surgery” started attaching themselves to my name.

I had been afraid of a lot of things in my life.  
This was different.

Fear of worms, of nightmares, of losing my mind—those were internal, psychological 
storms. This was a physical fact: my heart, the actual muscle that kept everything else 
possible, was in trouble.

The irony didn’t escape me.

I had spent years talking about love and heartbreak, about how many times my “heart” 
had been broken, about unrequited feelings and abrupt endings. Now the organ itself 
was staging a protest.

The conversation shifted from metaphor to survival.

Surgeons explained procedures in calm voices, like narrating a documentary I hadn’t 
signed up to be in. Catheters. Balloons. Metal scaffolding to hold open vessels that had 
narrowed from years of bad choices and bad luck. They talked about risks—stroke, 
failure, death—as if they were line items on a consent form.

I listened, nodding, making jokes to fend off the terror, the way I often did when 
emotions threatened to overwhelm. But there is only so much humor you can layer over 
“We need to operate,” before the words sink in.

Hospitals became my new nightlife.

Fluorescent corridors instead of neon hallways. Monitors beeping in patterns my 
pattern‑seeking brain couldn’t help but interpret. Nurses moving like bartenders at peak 



hour, efficient and exhausted. Pre‑op rooms where time stretched in strange ways, 
every minute heavy with what might come next.

On the table, under lights brighter than any I’d used in a studio, I felt a kind of 
vulnerability that made every past exposure seem trivial.

There’s a specific humility in lying there, half‑conscious, while strangers work on the 
parts of you that you never think about until they fail. You realize how much of your life 
has been lived on credit extended by organs you’ve taken for granted.

The surgery didn’t magically fix everything. It opened pathways, addressed immediate 
threats, bought time. Recovery was its own long chapter.

Pain, at a level that made previous discomforts look like background noise.  
Sleep in fragments.  
A body that felt alien—weak, swollen, stitched.

The man who had once carried cameras through crowds without fatigue now had to 
measure progress in laps around a ward, then around a block, then around a park. 
Every step was both victory and reminder: you are not who you were.

I had always believed, somewhere in the back of my mind, that I could outthink my 
problems. That if I could just understand them deeply enough, I could solve them. The 
body doesn’t play by those rules. It demands respect in action, not philosophy.

Doctors gave me instructions that sounded simple and brutal at once.

Change what you eat.  
Change how you move.  
Change how you handle stress.  
Or lose what we just gave you.

It wasn’t a negotiation. It was a contract extension with conditions.

Walking became my new art form.

At first it was purely functional—build back strength, recondition the heart, keep blood 
moving. But as the miles added up, it turned into something else: meditation, penance, 
creation.

Thousands of miles. Sidewalks, trails, beaches. Alone, mostly. No bass, no crowds, no 
applause. Just feet, ground, breath. Each walk was a moving line drawn through space, 
a continuous stroke on a map.

This was the opposite of the way I’d lived in the city. No instant gratification, no 
immediate feedback beyond the quiet satisfaction of finishing another circuit.



My mind, as always, came along for the ride.

Thoughts rose and fell—memories of the Palladium, of models, of love affairs that had 
ended in slammed doors or unanswered messages. Regrets I’d been too busy or too 
numb to sit with. Fears about whether anyone would remember me if I died tomorrow, 
and what, exactly, they would remember.

As the miles accumulated, something unexpected happened: space opened up 
between the thoughts.

I started to experience silence—not the oppressive kind that haunted my lonely 
post‑club nights, but a spacious quiet where I could see my life as a whole instead of as 
disconnected scenes.

Art wove itself into this new discipline.

I took cameras on some walks, capturing small things I would have raced past before: 
the way morning light broke through trees, reflections in puddles, strangers’ faces on 
boardwalks that held entire stories in the lines around their eyes.

I came home from long walks exhausted and clear, then sat down to work on images. 
The cycle repeated: walk, see, shoot, rest, restore, repeat. My body and my art stopped 
competing and started collaborating.

Love, as always, was tangled up in this.

Illness has a way of revealing the fault lines in relationships. Some people step closer 
when they see your vulnerability; others step back. I experienced both.

There were women who loved the artist, the nightlife survivor, the man with stories. 
They were less sure what to do with the patient—the man who needed help carrying 
groceries, who had to cancel plans for doctor’s appointments, whose future looked less 
like a movie and more like a regimen.

Some simply disappeared when the reality of my condition sank in. Phone calls slowed, 
then stopped. Texts went unanswered. What had looked like possibility dissolved into 
polite distance.

I don’t say that with bitterness. Fear is human. Not everyone is built to stand next to a 
heart that might fail without warning. But each departure left a mark.

Again and again, I found myself alone in the quiet after someone’s retreat, staring at pill 
bottles and discharge papers, thinking, “This is when love should show up. And it isn’t.”

What did show up, consistently, was the work.



Even on days when I could barely muster the energy to shower, I could sit at a screen 
and move a cursor. I could adjust contrast, heal a crack, layer an image. Creation was 
one of the few places where I didn’t feel like a patient.

In that sense, my body’s betrayal forced a deeper loyalty.

I had to choose, consciously this time, to live in a way that honored the years my heart 
had left. No more pretending I was invincible. No more using art as justification for 
self‑destruction. Art had saved me too many times to be used as a cover for suicide by 
lifestyle.

The boy who drew lines to keep monsters at bay was now a man walking miles to keep 
his arteries open. The teenager scratching color out from under black was now a patient 
scratching meaning out from under fear. The photographer who once burned through 
nights in clubs was now burning through calories, not for vanity, but for survival.

My body had betrayed me.  
But it had also warned me.  
And, astonishingly, it had given me another chance.

What I did with that chance would shape the rest of the story:

More walking.  
More working.  
More telling the truth about how I got here.

And, in time, an acceptance that love might not be the thing that walked beside me to 
the finish line.

Art would.



Chapter Seventeen – A Miracle in the Making

Recovery is not one moment.  
It is a thousand small decisions made when no one is watching.

After the surgeries, after the worst of the pain, after the first terrifying weeks of 
wondering if every ache was the beginning of the end, life settled into something that 
didn’t have a dramatic name. It was just my new normal.

Walk.  
Work.  
Rest.  
Repeat.

Doctors gave me targets—weight, blood pressure, lab values—as if my body were a 
project plan. For once, I treated those numbers with the seriousness other people had 
always wanted me to treat clocks and calendars.

Pounds had to come off.  
Miles had to go on.

At first, walking was measured in minutes. Ten. Then fifteen. My legs ached, my chest 
complained, my lungs reminded me how long it had been since I treated them like 
anything other than backup dancers to my brain.

But I kept going.

Sidewalks turned into loops. Loops turned into routes. Routes turned into rituals. I knew 
every crack in certain stretches of pavement, every tree along particular paths, every 
dog whose owner walked at the same hour I did.

People started recognizing me.

“The guy who walks,” they’d say, nodding. Not the artist, not the photographer, not the 
nightlife fixture. Just a man moving through space, day after day. It was the most honest 
identity I’d had in a long time.

The weight dropped slowly, then faster, then slowly again—the way bodies always seem 
to negotiate change. Clothes fit differently. My reflection shifted from someone I pitied to 
someone I was beginning to respect.

I didn’t aim for a number on the scale so much as a feeling: the ability to climb stairs 
without seeing stars, to carry groceries without pausing, to make it through a day 
without feeling like I was borrowing strength from tomorrow.

The miles piled up. Thousands, eventually.



There’s a point somewhere in that process when the story stops being “heart patient 
fights to recover” and becomes something quieter: a man who has built movement into 
who he is.

The miracle wasn’t a single dramatic save in an operating room, though I am deeply 
grateful for those. The miracle was that I kept saying “yes” to boredom.

Recovery is monotonous. There are no crowds cheering you on when you choose salad 
over something that will try to kill you, or when you go for a walk on a day you’d rather 
lie down and watch your regrets loop on a screen. No one claps when you take your 
medications on time.

But every one of those choices is a small act of faith—faith that your future self is worth 
the effort your present self doesn’t want to make.

Art threaded itself through this discipline.

On some walks, I left the camera at home and just looked, as if collecting images in a 
mental archive. On others, I carried it, letting the route decide what I shot. A bench in 
the same light at different times of day. The changing color of leaves over months. 
Faces of other regulars, each carrying their own invisible stories of survival.

Back home, I poured that attention into work.

Designing. Restoring. Writing. Editing. The magazine projects took shape—issues that 
combined images and text, stories and spreads, giving me new structures to pour my 
experience into.

One of those magazines, built around a woman who had become both muse and 
heartbreak, forced me to face an uncomfortable truth: my heart, for all its physical 
mending, still chose people who could not or would not stay.

I put everything into that issue—photographs, essays, layout. It was beautiful. It was 
also another chapter of love that ended abruptly, the person at its center retreating into 
her own fears and practicalities.

The old pattern surfaced.  
Intensity.  
Connection.  
Abrupt absence.

But something in *me* was different this time.

Instead of collapsing into self‑destruction, I fell back into motion. Walks got longer. Work 
got deeper. I let the grief exist without letting it commandeer the whole system.



That, more than lab values, felt like a miracle.

I was no longer using love as proof that I deserved to live. I was living, and letting love 
be whatever it could be in the spaces that life allowed.

Some days, the miracle was as simple as waking up with energy and no pain. Others, it 
was more subtle: catching myself laughing at something stupid on TV, or getting 
absorbed in a design problem for hours without once thinking about artery walls or 
mortality.

There were still dark nights. Times when I lay awake, hand on my chest, counting beats, 
remembering faces that were no longer in my life, wondering if I’d misused the time I’d 
been given.

But even those nights were different from the ones in my youth.

Back then, darkness felt like the default state, light a brief interruption. Now, light was 
the baseline. Darkness was something that passed through.

The miracle wasn’t that I no longer felt fear or loneliness or longing. It was that I could 
feel them without believing they defined the entire universe.

Love, as always, remained complicated.

There were attempts. Relationships that sparked and fizzled. Moments when I thought, 
“Maybe this is the one who will walk with me for the rest.” Then reality—schedules, 
priorities, fears, my health—entered the conversation, and the story shifted.

I began to see, with painful clarity, that for many people, my body—my condition, my 
regimen, my limitations—was not a minor subplot. It was the main story, and not one 
they wanted to star in.

Instead of seeing that as proof that I was unlovable, I started to understand it as 
information.

Everyone chooses the level of difficulty they’re willing to sign up for. I had become, 
through no choice of my own, a higher‑difficulty partner. That didn’t make me less 
worthy. It just made the pool smaller.

So I stopped waiting for love to validate the second chance my surgeons and my own 
stubbornness had carved out for me.

The miracle, I realized, was not that someone would eventually love me enough to 
make it all worth it. The miracle was that I had been given enough time and enough 



clarity to love *life* enough to keep showing up for it, even when it refused to bend to 
my romantic narrative.

I poured that love into art.

Into pages, frames, layers, lines. Into telling the truth about my journey in ways that 
might help someone else feel less alone in theirs. Into honoring the body I had once 
treated like an afterthought by using it well—for walking, for working, for hugging, for 
standing long enough to make the images that still wanted to come through me.

If you looked at me at this stage—walking, working, carrying the scars of surgery and 
the miles in my legs—you might have just seen a man trying to stay alive.

From the inside, it felt like something more:

A life that had finally begun to align—  
body, mind, art—  
not perfectly, not without pain,  
but with enough coherence to call it what it was:

A miracle in the making, one ordinary day at a time.

And underneath all of it, a quiet belief took shape: that maybe this is how the universe 
actually works—not in sudden revelations or perfect love stories, but in the way a 
consciousness keeps choosing to cooperate with reality instead of arguing with it. Every 
lap around the block, every finished page, every small decision to care for a heart that 
might fail was my way of saying back to whatever made me, “I am still here. I am still 
willing.”



Chapter Eighteen – Building a World in Pages

When I was a kid, a single sheet of paper felt enormous.

One continuous line could wander for miles in my imagination, looping and curling 
across that white space until it held everything I couldn’t say out loud. Later, 
photographs took over that job—small rectangles packed with more story than most 
conversations could bear.

Eventually, neither the page nor the single image felt big enough.

I had too many layers—memories, faces, philosophies, chapters of love, chapters of 
loss, art born in darkness and in daylight. They didn’t want to live as isolated prints on a 
wall. They wanted context, sequence, rhythm.

They wanted pages.  
They wanted a world.

The magazine grew out of that need.

At first it was just an idea: what if I could build something that combined all the pieces of 
my experience into one coherent object? A place where images and words could talk to 
each other, where a photograph wasn’t just a photograph but a sentence in a larger 
paragraph. Where a chapter of love could sit alongside a sequence of photographs and 
a personal essay, each reflecting the others.

Design software became my new camera.

Layouts, grids, fonts, margins—these were just different ways of framing. Instead of 
deciding where to put a subject within a rectangle, I was deciding where to put 
everything: pictures, titles, pull quotes, blocks of text, negative space.

I discovered that I loved negative space.

In the clubs, in the nightlife, in the early years of my art, everything had been dense—
sound, light, feeling. On a magazine spread, a wide margin, an empty corner, a clean 
gutter between columns could do what silence had started to do in my walks: give 
everything else room to breathe.

The first issue I built was a kind of test—part portfolio, part confession, part experiment.

I filled it with images from across my life: multiple exposures from the days when I was 
layering faces and light in the city; portraits of people whose names you might recognize 
and people you’d never heard of; obscure frames that meant everything to me and 
nothing to anyone else unless I told them why.



Interspersed with the images were words.

Not gallery‑wall captions designed to impress, but pieces of my story—how a particular 
photograph came to be, what I was feeling that day, what had happened just before or 
just after the shutter clicked. Little essays about perception, memory, fear, obsession.

Holding that first printed copy felt strange.

It was heavier than a single photograph, more intentional than a stack of prints, more 
coherent than a series of blog posts or social media updates. It was an object. You had 
to hold it with two hands. You had to turn pages. It demanded sequence.

Unlike the nightlife, which offered everything at once, the magazine insisted on order.

Page 1, then 2, then 3. You could flip around, of course, but the experience was 
fundamentally linear. That appealed to the part of me that had always struggled with 
time. Here was a timeline I could design.

Later issues became more focused, more thematic.

One centered on the women whose images had defined entire seasons of my life—
muses, models, lovers, friends. Not in a voyeuristic way, but in an honest one. 
Photographs paired with text that acknowledged their impact on me: the way their 
presence had ignited new creative directions, the way their departures had left dents in 
my narrative.

Reading those pages, you could see the pattern:

Art opened the door.  
Love walked in.  
Art documented the visit.  
Love left.  
Art stayed and turned the whole thing into something you could hold.

Another issue revolved around place—New York as seen from behind bars and behind 
bars of light, the South with its particular heat and quiet, anonymous hotel rooms that all 
felt strangely similar whether I was there for work or recovery.

In every case, layout was a moral act.

What did I put next to what? Which story followed which image? Where did I allow the 
reader to rest, and where did I confront them with something intense? How much of my 
own vulnerability did I place on each spread?

I realized that designing a magazine was like editing a life.



You can’t include everything. You have to choose which moments define the arc. You 
have to decide how honest you’re willing to be about the mess between the highlights.

For me, honesty meant including the chapters that hurt.

A spread about success had to sit across from a spread about collapse. A beautiful 
nude photograph of a woman in candlelight had to be paired, somewhere, with an essay 
about how that chapter ended—with fear, distance, silence.

The magazine became the space where my obsession with love and my obsession with 
art finally shared equal footing without fighting for dominance.

In the nightlife, love was often background noise to art and survival. In relationships, art 
sometimes took the back seat to the drama of connection. On the page, they could talk.

I could show how my struggles with learning—time, systems, arbitrary rules—echoed in 
my relationships. How the same brain that refused to believe in the logic of calendars 
refused to believe that love should be a financial spreadsheet. How women left when 
faced with the realities of my health and life, and how art quietly absorbed each 
departure without complaint.

Putting that on paper was both liberating and terrifying.

It is one thing to know your patterns privately, another to print them in ink.

But if there is one thing art had taught me by then, it was that the only lies worth telling 
are the ones you can eventually confess. I was tired of lying—especially to myself.

So I built issue after issue, each one a kind of self‑portrait in chapters.

Sometimes sales mattered. Sometimes they didn’t. There were nights when I lay awake 
wondering if anyone would ever read these pages and truly understand what I was 
trying to do. There were other nights when the simple fact that they existed felt like 
enough.

I had taken a life that often felt chaotic, random, defined by other people’s choices, and I 
had shaped it into sequences I could own.

The magazine also did something unexpected: it gave me a new kind of relationship 
with time.

Deadlines that mattered not because a club needed me on a shift, but because *I* had 
set a date to finish something. Issues that documented seasons. A stack of back issues 
that, lined up on a shelf, looked suspiciously like a timeline—my timeline.

For a boy who once couldn’t understand what a date meant, that was no small thing.



At this stage in my life, I didn’t know how many years I had left. The doctors could give 
estimates and probabilities, but hearts don’t always follow statistics. What I did know 
was that every finished magazine was a piece of evidence:

I was here.  
I saw these things.  
I felt this much.  
I made something from it.

Building a world in pages didn’t replace my longing for connection. It didn’t erase the 
ache of watching love pull away, again and again, from the edge of something that 
might have been.

But it gave me a way to live with that ache that didn’t involve self‑destruction.

When you hold one of those issues in your hands, you are literally holding the 
compromise I made with life:

If I can’t have the love story I imagined, I will at least tell the truth about the life I lived 
trying to find it.

And I will surround that truth with images that prove, beyond argument, that even in the 
loneliest seasons, the world was still beautiful enough to be worth staying for.



Chapter Nineteen – Women of the Lens

If you lay my contact sheets end to end, you could walk the length of my life in faces.

Some are famous, some unknown. Some I met once for an hour; others crossed years 
of my story. Some were strictly professional. Others became lovers, friends, ghosts. All 
of them passed, at least for a little while, through the same frame.

The camera didn’t just introduce me to women.  
It introduced women to themselves.

When a woman steps in front of a lens, something particular happens. Even if she’s 
done it a hundred times, there is always a moment—small, quick—where she has to 
decide who she will be in that image. Not who she is to her boss or her family or her 
mirror, but who she is when someone is really looking.

I lived for that moment.

It started early, in cramped studios and borrowed spaces. A simple backdrop, a light, a 
woman shifting her weight from one foot to the other while I adjusted settings. We’d talk 
about music, about the weather, about work. Small talk, until it wasn’t.

Then their guard would drop. A jaw unclenched. A shoulder relaxed. Eyes stopped 
“performing” and began reflecting something true—loneliness, ambition, fear, mischief, 
defiance, hope. I saw it, recognized it, and pressed the shutter.

Click.  
There she was.

Not the version presented to the world, but the one living beneath.

It happened again and again.

The woman in her first year in the city, fresh from a smaller town, carrying equal parts 
hunger and doubt. The mother who hadn’t had her photograph taken alone in years and 
didn’t know how to stand without a child on her hip. The dancer with bruised feet and 
perfect posture, whose body knew how to tell stories long before her mouth opened.

They came for images. Some left with something else: a feeling of having been seen in 
a way that didn’t immediately demand anything in return.

For me, it was never just about beauty, though beauty was everywhere.

Faces aged twenty or forty or sixty, each carrying its own architecture of experience. 
Bodies of every shape, each with lines that light loved in its own way. I was drawn to the 
way they inhabited themselves, or didn’t.



More than once, a woman would look at a finished photograph and say, “I didn’t know I 
could look like that.” Sometimes it was delight. Sometimes it was sadness. Sometimes it 
was both.

The truth, of course, was that I hadn’t invented anything. I’d simply caught something 
that had been there all along.

But that act of catching created a bond, whether we intended it or not.

It’s hard to quantify the intimacy of being deeply seen. It doesn’t automatically translate 
into romance, but it always creates a connection. And for a man like me—with a history 
of loneliness, a craving for depth, and a brain wired to notice nuance—that connection 
was never neutral.

Sometimes we stayed on our respective sides of the lens. Professional. Respectful. 
Good work, thank you, goodbye. The images went out into the world and lived their own 
lives, detached from ours.

More often, the boundaries blurred.

A shoot would run long. We’d talk between setups. Stories would spill—bad 
relationships, big dreams, quiet wounds. I’d share pieces of my own history, not as 
strategy, but because I couldn’t tolerate the pretense that only one of us was human in 
the room.

Lines moved.

A hand on an arm that lingered a second too long. A shared laugh that didn’t quite fade. 
An understanding glance when we both recognized that something was happening 
beyond the assignment.

Sometimes we stepped into it. Sometimes we backed away. Sometimes we pretended 
nothing was there and let the work carry the weight.

Looking back now, I can see why so many of my chapters of love began with a camera 
between us.

The lens gave us both permission.

For them, it was safer to open up in the context of art. “He’s my photographer” sounded 
more manageable than “I am falling for a man I barely know who sees me more clearly 
than people who have known me for years.”

For me, the camera mitigated my old fears—of being too much, too intense, too needy. 
Behind it, I could let my attention be as fierce as it wanted without scaring anyone off. 



“He’s focused on the shot,” they might think, when in reality I was also memorizing the 
way they smoothed a stray hair behind their ear when they were nervous.

Women came and went through my life in this way.

The actress whose late‑night calls blurred the lines between rescue and seduction.  
The “South American princess” whose passion nearly killed me and saved me at the 
same time.  
The muse with the quiver in her body at the beach, the one who said it was “too late” for 
her heart and then disappeared into practicalities and fear.

Each of them brought their own history, their own wounds, their own relationship to 
being seen.

Some used beauty as armor, wielding it to control men and situations in a world that had 
taught them that control was the only safety. Others were almost apologetic about their 
looks, as if being beautiful invited blame for the way they’d been treated. A few felt more 
at home in front of a lens than anywhere else, as if the camera offered them a version of 
themselves they liked better than the one in the mirror.

I held all of that as best I could.

I wasn’t always successful. I made mistakes. I blurred lines I should have left sharp. I 
fell in love with people who were only ever capable of letting me be a chapter in their 
own story, not the book.

But I never stopped seeing them as full human beings.

Even when the chapter ended badly. Even when they chose someone else. Even when 
they chose money over love, safety over risk, distance over the intensity we’d shared.

Years later, when I look back at their images, I don’t see villains or angels. I see 
complexity—the same complexity I live with in myself.

The woman who used her body as currency still carried a softness around her eyes 
when she spoke of childhood. The one who drugged me rather than risk rejection also 
had a raw honesty about her loneliness that most people never allowed themselves. 
The one who kept me in the friend zone while her fear made the decisions for her still 
glowed in every frame we made together.

The lens taught me compassion.

Because once you’ve seen someone in that state—unguarded, off‑balance, mid‑laugh, 
mid‑cry—it becomes harder to reduce them to their worst act. That doesn’t excuse 
harm. It just complicates judgment.



Sometimes I wonder how many of them think of me now.

Do they remember me as the photographer who made them look the way they felt 
inside, or as the man who wanted more than they could give? As a safe space they 
moved through for a season, or as a warning marker on their own road?

I’ll never know.

What I do know is that without them, my work—and my understanding of myself—would 
be incomplete.

They taught me how desire and art braid together.  
How inspiration can be both gift and trap.  
How your own longing can project onto someone else enough light to blind you to who 
they actually are.

They also taught me something gentler:

That even when love doesn’t last, the moments of genuine connection can.

Every time I open an old archive and see their faces, I’m reminded that, for at least an 
instant, we met each other beyond roles. Beyond “photographer” and “model,” beyond 
“man” and “woman,” beyond “possibility” and “regret.”

Just two humans in a room, with light bouncing off skin and into glass, and a shared 
willingness to be seen.

In the end, the women of the lens are not side characters in my story. They are 
co‑authors of entire chapters—sometimes of the art, sometimes of the love, often of 
both.

They walked in and out of my life, leaving behind images that still shape how I see the 
world.

And even though almost every one of those chapters ended abruptly, their echoes 
remain in the work, in the pages, in the way I understand beauty, vulnerability, and the 
cost of being truly seen.

If art is the relationship that stayed, they are the constellation of encounters that gave 
that relationship its shape.



Chapter Twenty – When Every Chapter Ends Abruptly

By the time I could look back and see my life as a sequence, a pattern had become 
impossible to ignore.

Everywhere else, I had found ways to turn chaos into structure.  
In love, I kept reliving the same scene with different actors.

It always started beautifully.

A woman steps into my orbit—through the lens, through a friend, through a late‑night 
call. There is the familiar spark, that quiet click in my chest that says, “Pay attention.” 
We begin the dance: conversation, shared stories, the discovery of mutual wounds and 
mutual hopes. Time bends. Hours disappear. The world shrinks to the space between 
us.

My mind does what it has always done: it runs ahead.

Not in fantasy, exactly, but in projection. I see who we could be as clearly as I see her 
through the viewfinder. I imagine shared work, shared mornings, shared jokes years 
from now. I don’t just see a scene; I see a chapter. Sometimes a book.

She, often, is still reading the first page.

I open quickly. I’ve never been good at half‑measures. If I feel something, it shows. In 
my eyes, in my words, in the way I reach for her hand without calculating whether it’s 
“too soon.”

For a man who once could not accept the arbitrary rules of time in school, it makes 
sense that I struggle with the arbitrary rules of timing in love.

“How long have you known her?” friends would ask.  
“A while,” I’d say, meaning: long enough for my heart to make its decision, even if the 
calendar doesn’t approve.

The middle of each chapter is where art and love mix.

We create together. Photoshoots that become almost sacred, walks that turn into 
impromptu sessions, late‑night design marathons fueled by laughter and shared vision. 
She inspires new ideas, new angles, new ways of seeing. I pour my energy into 
capturing her—on paper, on screen, in memory.

For a moment, it feels like balance.

The same mind that once couldn’t sit still in a classroom can spend hours focused on 
her face, her voice, her presence. The same body that has been cut open and pieced 



back together feels alive in her arms. The same heart that has been shocked and 
stented beats in a way that makes all the medical risk feel worth it.

Then something shifts.

Sometimes it’s an external event: a job offer in another city, an ex resurfacing, a family 
crisis. Sometimes it’s internal: her fear, my intensity, our different relationships to risk 
and stability. Sometimes it’s quieter—a realization on her part that the life I actually live, 
with its health realities and emotional depth, is heavier than the story she had in mind.

Whatever the cause, the result is familiar.

A pause.  
A little more distance between texts.  
A missed call.  
A “we need to talk.”

If I could put a heart monitor on my life at those moments, you’d see the same spike 
every time. A jag of adrenaline. Then a drop.

Sometimes the ending is a conversation—tears, explanations, apologies. Sometimes 
it’s more modern—silence, messages left on “read,” a slow fade into nothing. In a few 
cases, it’s explosive—anger, accusations, old wounds ripped open.

But almost always, it is abrupt.

From my side, it feels like being cut mid‑sentence.

All the future scenes my mind had quietly storyboarded vanish in an instant, replaced by 
a single frame: me, alone, holding something that makes no sense anymore—a gift she 
gave me, a photo we took together, a magazine issue built around her.

For a long time, I took these endings as proof of my own failure.

Too intense.  
Too old.  
Too naive.  
Too hopeful.  
Too unwilling to play by rules I never believed in.

It took me years to see that, while I certainly brought my own flaws to the table, the 
abruptness was not always about my inadequacy. Often, it was about collision—
between my need for meaning and a culture that treats connection as disposable.

We live in a world that encourages chapters, not novels.



Apps that swipe. Feeds that refresh. Stories that disappear after twenty‑four hours. It 
makes a certain sense that relationships would start to follow the same architecture: 
short, intense bursts of attention, followed by the dopamine of something new.

I never adjusted to that.

My heart, for better or worse, is wired for long exposure.

It wants to sit with a face, a story, a set of contradictions, and keep looking until 
something deep resolves. It does not understand ghosting, or “we had fun, let’s leave it 
at that,” or the idea that compatibility can be scored like a test.

So every abrupt ending felt like a violation not just of my hopes, but of the narrative 
itself.

In stories, we’re conditioned to expect arcs—introductions, rising action, climax, 
resolution. In my life, it often felt like someone kept tearing the book out of my hands 
halfway through.

What rescued me, again and again, was the same thing that had saved me in so many 
other contexts: the decision to make something from what hurt.

After each ending, once the initial shock subsided, I would return to the work.

Sometimes that meant making a magazine issue that honored the connection without 
romanticizing the outcome. Sometimes it meant reworking photographs we’d made 
together, transforming them into something more abstract, less “her,” more “what I 
learned.”

Sometimes it meant sitting down to write, as I am now, and naming the pattern out loud 
so it no longer lived only as a feeling.

I began to see a brutal symmetry.

My struggles with learning as a child—time, arbitrary systems, rules that didn’t feel true
—had their echo in my adult struggles with love. I questioned the way things were 
“supposed” to work. I refused to accept that convenience, money, or fear should have 
more say in a relationship than devotion and honesty.

That refusal made me both romantic and, in some people’s eyes, unrealistic.

It also made me lonely.

Because in a world that rewards short chapters, someone who keeps reaching for the 
full book can look like a problem. Or a relic. Or a risk.



So here is the truth I eventually had to face:

Most of my chapters of love were never designed, by the people involved or by 
whatever passes for fate, to be novels. They were meant to be exactly what they were
—chapters. Intense, meaningful, unfinished.

The pain came not only from their brevity, but from my insistence on reading them as 
prologues.

Once I saw that, something softened.

I stopped asking, “Why didn’t she stay?” as if the answer would unlock some code and 
started asking, “What did this chapter teach me that I couldn’t have learned any other 
way?”

Sometimes the answer was about boundaries. Sometimes it was about my own blind 
spots. Sometimes it was about the way art and attraction can masquerade as love when 
you’re starved for it. Sometimes it was simply this: that my capacity to feel deeply is not 
a defect, even if it doesn’t fit the times.

And always, running alongside those lessons, was the constant:

Every time someone left, art did not.

When she stepped back, the images remained.  
When calls stopped, the pages still turned.  
When the story ended, the work continued.

Love, in my life, has behaved like weather—beautiful, intense, unpredictable, 
sometimes violent, often shorter than I wanted. Art has behaved like gravity—constant, 
reliable, invisible until you notice what would happen without it.

Do I wish some of those chapters had become something more? Of course.  
Do I still believe, somewhere in the soft, stubborn part of me, in the possibility of a 
lasting, mutual love? I do.

But I no longer mistake the absence of that love for the absence of a meaningful life.

The chapters ended abruptly.  
The story did not.

It continued in the miles I walked, in the images I made, in the pages I designed, in the 
surgeries I survived, in the quiet mornings I chose to stay.



In the end, the pattern itself became part of the narrative—evidence of how hard I tried, 
how deeply I felt, how relentless life can be in teaching you that not every longing will be 
met in the way you dreamed.

And how, even so, it is possible to build a life that is worth reading to the last page.



Chapter Twenty-One – Patterns I Didn’t Want to See

For most of my life, I believed I was moving forward.

Different cities, different careers, different women, different crises. From the outside, the 
story looked like progression: boyhood to nightlife, nightlife to corporate, corporate to 
magazines and recovery. A series of reinventions. A man constantly becoming someone 
new.

It took me a long time to see what lay underneath all that motion.

I wasn’t reinventing.  
I was replaying.

Not the details—those changed, sometimes dramatically—but the structure. The 
pattern. The way I met the world and the way it met me in return.

As a child, I couldn’t accept certain explanations.

Time, as school taught it, felt arbitrary. Birthdays, dates, historical timelines—they asked 
me to believe in a grid that didn’t match my experience. I questioned it, and in 
questioning, I fell behind in ways that made adults nervous. They saw resistance; I felt 
hunger for a deeper truth.

That same hunger followed me into every chapter that came after.

In art, it made me restless with shallow images. I couldn’t stand photographs that were 
merely flattering. I wanted layers, depth, the thing beneath the thing. I pushed for it—
through multiple exposures, through long sessions, through conversations that went far 
beyond “turn your head a little to the left.”

In love, it made me allergic to casual.

I wasn’t built for “let’s see where this goes” when I already knew, in my bones, that what 
I was feeling was more than a pastime. I wanted meaning. I wanted a narrative, not a 
highlight reel. I wanted someone who would stand in the mess with me, not just dance 
through the good lighting.

The pattern I didn’t want to see was this:  
I kept placing that hunger in environments that rewarded the opposite.

Schools that rewarded memorization, not understanding.  
Clubs that rewarded spectacle, not honesty.  
Industries that rewarded quantity, not depth.  
A dating culture that rewarded options, not commitment.



Over and over, I was the same person, walking into different rooms, asking for 
something those rooms were not built to give.

When I was younger, I blamed myself.

If I were less intense, maybe they’d stay.  
If I were less naive, maybe I’d see the game and play it better.  
If I were more successful, more stable, more whatever, maybe the pattern would break.

I treated each heartbreak, each professional disillusionment, each health crisis as a 
separate event, not as symptoms of a single underlying mismatch.

The truth is harder and simpler:

The way my mind works has always been out of sync with the systems around me.

I don’t say that with pride. It hasn’t made my life easier. It’s cost me opportunities, 
relationships, and years. But it has also kept me from fully surrendering to ways of living 
that would have numbed me into someone I’m not.

One pattern lived in my perception.

I notice everything. Micro‑expressions. Tone shifts. The way someone’s eyes change 
when they lie, when they’re scared, when they’re about to leave. The way light touches 
a wall differently at 4 p.m. than at 4:10. The way my own body responds to stress before 
my conscious mind catches up.

This is a gift in art.  
It is exhausting in love.

I saw futures in glances, meanings in gestures, possibilities in short exchanges. 
Sometimes I was right. Sometimes I projected my own longing onto people who were 
only ever going to offer a brief cameo.

Another pattern lived in my response to pain.

When fear overwhelmed me as a boy, I drew.  
When school confused me, I drew.  
When the city overwhelmed me, I photographed.  
When drugs threatened to pull me under, I walked.  
When relationships ended abruptly, I made pages.

The pattern was clear: I turned pain into form.

That’s the good news. The part I can feel proud of. The part that led to images and 
books and whatever value my work has in the world.



The part I didn’t want to see was the cost of doing that without addressing why the pain 
kept coming in the same shape.

It’s one thing to turn heartbreak into art.  
It’s another to unconsciously seek out heartbreak because you’ve built your identity on 
surviving it.

There were times, if I’m honest, when the familiarity of the pattern felt safer than the 
uncertainty of something different.

I knew how to fall, how to hurt, how to walk miles, how to make something beautiful out 
of the wreckage. I did not know how to be loved steadily, how to live without crisis, how 
to let my nervous system believe that calm was not just the pause between disasters.

So I kept moving into situations that felt like home, even when “home” had always been 
chaotic.

Only when my body finally protested loudly enough—when the surgeries, the miles, the 
pills, the fatigue forced me into a different relationship with myself—did I start to see that 
I could not keep living the same pattern and expect a new outcome.

The question shifted from “Why does this keep happening to me?” to “Why do I keep 
entering the same story?”

The answer wasn’t flattering, but it was freeing.

I entered those stories because they were the only ones I knew how to read. The 
intense woman who wasn’t ready; the glittering scene that hid rot; the industry that 
wanted my work but not my well‑being; the culture that applauded my art and quietly 
punished my need for depth.

I didn’t create all of that. But I kept showing up for it.

Seeing that pattern didn’t erase it overnight. Recognition is not a magic trick. But it gave 
me a choice I hadn’t really had before: to keep playing my role in it, or to step aside and 
let the story go on without me.

I chose, as best I could, to step aside.

To let certain kinds of love pass me by, no matter how much they glittered.  
To leave scenes where my intensity was only useful as fuel for other people’s machines.  
To accept jobs and roles and rhythms that looked “less exciting” from the outside but 
allowed my nervous system and my heart—both the metaphorical and the surgical—to 
exist without constant emergency.



The boy who once challenged the logic of clocks finally extended that challenge to the 
logic of his own life.

Who says a meaningful life has to look like a constant thrill?  
Who says love only counts if it follows a certain script?  
Who says success is measured by who recognizes your name?

Seeing the patterns I didn’t want to see has not made me less passionate. It has made 
me more selective about where I place that passion.

I still feel deeply.  
I still work obsessively.  
I still hope, stubbornly, for connection that matches the way I’m built.

But I no longer pretend that repeated pain is proof of depth. Or that suffering is the only 
path to authenticity. Or that being the man who “never gives up” is always noble.

Sometimes, the most radical thing you can do is refuse to re‑enter a story you finally 
understand.

That’s what this chapter is: a pause, a reckoning, a moment to trace the lines not on 
paper, but through memory, and say:

This is what kept happening.  
This is how I participated.  
This is what I’m willing—and no longer willing—to do.

The art remains. The love that came and went remains in those images, in those pages. 
So do the scars, inside and out.

But for the first time, I can look at all of it and see not just a series of events, but a 
pattern I have learned enough from to stop calling it destiny.



Chapter Twenty-Two – The Sound of Quiet

For most of my life, silence felt like a threat.

As a child, quiet nights were when the worms grew to the size of buses and split open in 
my dreams. As a young man, silence meant the music had stopped, the crowd had 
gone home, and I was left alone with the echo of whatever I’d been using to distract 
myself. In love, silence was the notification that never came, the message left on “seen,” 
the space after “we need to talk.”

I learned early to fill the gaps.

With noise, with work, with other people’s emergencies, with my own. Clubs, cameras, 
conversations, crises—anything to keep the volume up high enough that I didn’t have to 
hear what was underneath.

When my heart finally forced me to slow down, I thought I was just negotiating with my 
body. Fewer nights. More walks. Less adrenaline. More structure. I didn’t realize I was 
also entering into a long, complicated relationship with quiet.

It began in waiting rooms.

Hospitals are noisy in one way—machines, announcements, footsteps—but 
emotionally, they have a strange kind of stillness. You sit in chairs under bad art, holding 
clipboards, pretending to read magazines while your mind runs scenarios it’s never 
practiced before.

In those moments, the old reflex kicked in. Reach for distraction. Think about work. Plan 
the next issue. Text someone. Anything.

But there are places where even distraction runs out. Pre‑op. Post‑op. Three in the 
morning in a hospital bed when everyone else seems to be sleeping and the only sound 
is the beeping of your own heart on a monitor.

At first, the quiet in those spaces felt like accusation.

Look at what you’ve done to yourself.  
Look at the years you burned.  
Look at the people you chased.  
Look at the nights you thought were worth more than mornings like this.

I could have drowned in that.

Instead, almost without meaning to, I reached for the only familiar thing that had never 
rejected quiet: the act of paying attention.



The same way I’d once watched light on a subject in a studio, I began to watch the 
details of my own life in stillness. The texture of sheets. The pattern of shadows on a 
ceiling. The sensation of breath moving in and out.

It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t even intentional at first. It was survival.

Later, when I walked miles alone, the quiet took a different shape.

No bass, no chatter, no obligation to perform. Just my footsteps, my breathing, the 
rustle of leaves, distant traffic. My mind tried, at first, to fill the space the way it always 
had—replaying arguments, editing old scenes, writing imaginary conversations with 
people who had already left.

But if you walk long enough, thinking becomes like any repetitive motion: it tires.

There would come a point in each walk where the stories lost their grip. The same 
thought that had seemed so important in mile one felt thinner by mile three, almost 
transparent by mile five. My body’s insistence on oxygen and rhythm slowly overruled 
my brain’s insistence on drama.

In the exhausted space beyond rumination, something new appeared.

Not enlightenment. Not some grand mystical calm. Just…room.

Room for simple things I’d been too distracted to notice: the way sunlight filtered 
through different kinds of trees, the smell of a particular stretch of sidewalk after rain, 
the small satisfaction of feeling my heart work hard and not fail.

For a man who once couldn’t tolerate silence at all, this was revolutionary.

I started to seek it out in other places.

Turning off the TV I’d left on “for company.”  
Leaving the phone in another room for an hour.  
Sitting with a cup of coffee in the morning without immediately filling the space with 
headlines or messages.

At first, the quiet brought grief.

Without constant distraction, unprocessed losses rose to the surface. Faces of women 
who had left. Moments I’d handled badly. Opportunities I’d missed or sabotaged. The 
version of me who had believed love would fix everything and the one who now knew it 
wouldn’t.



For a while, it felt like I had made a mistake—like turning down the volume on the 
outside world had turned up the volume on an internal critic I’d been outrunning for 
decades.

But as I kept practicing, something subtle shifted.

The voice in the quiet changed.

It stopped sounding like a prosecutor and started sounding more like a narrator.

Instead of “You ruined this” or “You always do that,” it became, “This is what happened. 
This is who you were then. This is what you didn’t know.”

The difference between accusation and description is enormous.

Accusation freezes you in place. Description lets you move.

In that movement, I began to feel a compassion for myself I hadn’t known I’d been 
missing.

Not indulgence—none of what I’d done or survived gets retconned into “fine” just 
because I can write about it well—but a recognition that I had been doing the best I 
could with the mind, the body, the history, and the culture I had.

Quiet was the medium that let that recognition surface.

It also changed my relationship to art.

In the nightlife years, my work had been fueled by noise and urgency. Shoots crammed 
between gigs. Ideas scribbled on napkins. Images made in stolen hours. The energy 
was frantic, brilliant, unsustainable.

In my walking, post‑surgery, magazine‑building years, the work slowed.

I could sit with an image longer. Consider whether it needed another layer or less. 
Revisit a layout the next day and see what it was really saying. Scrap an entire section if 
it felt like I was lying or posturing.

Silence became a collaborator.

Without external sound dictating my pace, I could listen for something else—the internal 
sense of rightness that artists rely on when no one is looking. The quiet “yes” when a 
spread finally tells the truth. The quiet “no” when a sentence exists only to impress.

Love, too, revealed itself differently in the quiet.



When I was younger, I confused high volume for depth. The biggest gestures, the most 
intense nights, the loudest declarations felt like proof that something was real. “We 
stayed up all night” seemed more meaningful than “We sat together in comfortable 
silence for an hour.”

Now I measure something else.

Who sits with you in the quiet?  
Who doesn’t need to fill it with reassurances or distractions?  
Who can tolerate your unperformed self—no stories, no artifice, no performance?

Fewer people fit that category than I once hoped. That used to devastate me. Now, it 
just clarifies.

It’s not that I no longer crave connection. I do. But I no longer mistake noise for 
nourishment.

The sound of quiet is not the absence of life.  
It is what life sounds like when you stop shouting over it.

In that sound, I can hear the boy with the pen, the young man with the camera, the 
bartender in the club, the patient in the hospital, the walker on the trail, the designer at 
the screen.

I can hear all of them speaking the same sentence in different dialects:

“I’m still here.”

Quiet doesn’t fix the past. It doesn’t guarantee the future. But it allows me, finally, to 
inhabit the present without constantly running from it.

For a man who once thought silence meant abandonment, that is no small 
transformation.

The sound of quiet, in my life now, is not the sound of love gone.  
It’s the sound of me staying.



Chapter Twenty-Three – The Art That Stayed

There is a story I used to tell myself:  
That if I just kept my heart open long enough, loved hard enough, waited patiently 
enough, one day love would arrive and stay, and everything that came before would 
snap into place like a puzzle piece you’ve been holding for years.

What actually stayed was something else.

When I look back honestly, without the romance, a different pattern emerges.

People came and went.  
Art did not.

As a boy, terrified of his own imagination, I reached for a pen and drew a line that made 
fear bearable. That practice never abandoned me. It changed shape—pens to cameras, 
crayons to pixels, sketchbooks to magazines—but the fundamental act remained: turn 
what overwhelms you into form.

In school, when the logic of time and systems failed me, art was the one class where 
my confusion wasn’t a crime. Teachers saw me. Gave me walls, chalkboards, space. 
Those walls, those pages, those assignments are long gone—but the permission they 
granted never left.

In the city, when nights stretched into something dangerous, art paid the rent and gave 
me purpose. Galleries, headshots, personal projects—my images hung on walls I can 
still picture even if I never stand in those rooms again. The clubs closed, the scenes 
shifted, the names faded, but the work from that period remains in boxes, on drives, in 
people’s homes.

In recovery, when my body forced me to slow down, art walked beside me at the new 
pace. Restoration, design, writing, long‑form projects that required patience I didn’t 
know I possessed—art adapted to my heartbeat, not the other way around.

Love, in contrast, has always been weather.

There were days of more light than I thought the sky could hold. Bodies tangled under 
sheets, laughter echoing in small kitchens, hands held across restaurant tables, 
whispered plans in the dark. There were storms—arguments, betrayals, sudden 
silences. There were long stretches of gray where nothing much happened at all.

Weather is real. It shapes landscapes. It dictates what grows and what withers. But it 
does not stay in one state for long.

Gravity does.



The gravitational pull in my life has never been a person. It has been the compulsion to 
make meaning. To record, to frame, to translate.

When a woman I loved decided she couldn’t live with my health reality, I was shattered. 
But the next day, the pages were still there. The files were still there. The tools waited. 
They did not argue, did not console, did not offer me a different outcome, but they gave 
me something concrete to do with my grief.

When an entire world—nightlife, bar culture, the circle of people who knew me as “that 
guy”—fell away, art came with me into the quiet. It didn’t care that I now went to bed at 
reasonable hours, or that my scenes were hospital rooms and walking paths instead of 
dance floors. It simply adapted to the light available.

Even my greatest failures are held by art.

The times I blurred lines, hurt people, chose the high over the honest conversation—
those are not erased. They live in images I now read differently, in essays where I finally 
tell the truth, in this very chapter, which refuses to let me posture as a victim of fate.

Art doesn’t absolve me. It holds me accountable.

Because once you make something from an experience—once you put it into words, or 
into a frame, or onto a page—you can’t unsee the shape of it. Patterns appear. Motives 
reveal themselves. The story you thought you were in gets edited by the act of telling it.

Love, for me, has often been a conversation that ends mid‑sentence. Art is the part of 
me that keeps talking anyway, not to the person who left, but to life itself.

There is a particular kind of loneliness in realizing that the thing you wanted most—a 
shared life, a hand that is still there at the end—may not arrive in the form you 
imagined.

But there is another kind of relief in admitting that the relationship that actually has 
lasted, through every iteration of who you’ve been, is not a consolation prize.

It is a real relationship.

Art has demands. It asks for time, honesty, sacrifice, discipline. It requires you to show 
up even when you’d rather distract yourself. It punishes shortcuts. It exposes your 
vanity and your laziness. It rewards your courage and your curiosity.

It also forgives.

You can walk away from it for months, even years, and when you return, it does not ask 
where you’ve been. It does not keep score. It simply asks, “What do you have now?” 
and hands you the tools.



There were times I resented that.

I wanted art to be enough, and it wasn’t. I wanted it to fill the bed, to answer the phone, 
to hold my hand in the hospital. It could do none of those things. It could only offer me a 
way to hold myself.

Now, as I write this, with more of my life behind me than ahead, I see the relationship 
differently.

If love is the part of my story that kept letting go of me, art is the part I kept choosing—
even when it hurt, even when it disappointed, even when it forced me to confront the 
versions of myself I’d rather forget.

I used to think in terms of “gave up.”  
I never gave up on love. It gave up on me.

That’s true in a sense. People made decisions that had nothing to do with my worth and 
everything to do with their limits, their fears, their priorities. I couldn’t control that.

But the more important sentence now is this:

I never gave up on art.  
And art never gave up on me.

That doesn’t sound as dramatic as a love story. There are no sweeping gestures, no 
movie‑ending kiss. It’s quieter. It happens in rooms lit by desk lamps, in the steady tap 
of keys, in the soft shutter click at dawn.

Yet when I look at the sum of my days, that quiet is what holds the whole thing together.

When my heart stops—physically, finally—it won’t be my failed relationships that 
remain. It will be the work. The images. The pages. The sentences where I told the truth 
as best I could.

Those are not a replacement for love. They are what love turned into when it needed 
somewhere to go.

The art that stayed is not what I asked for.  
But it is what I have.

And from this vantage point, with all the patterns visible, I can say without self‑pity and 
without bravado:

It was, and is, enough to make this life worth having lived.



Chapter Twenty-Four – Borrowed Time, Borrowed Light

I live now with a quiet awareness I once spent a lot of energy avoiding:  
every day I wake up is not guaranteed, and not owed.

Doctors don’t like to talk in absolutes, but the subtext is always there. Scar tissue, 
stents, numbers on charts, words like “risk profile” and “prognosis.” My body carries the 
history of every choice I’ve made—good and bad—in its vessels and rhythms.

I used to hear that as a threat.  
Now I hear it as context.

Borrowed time is not less real than any other kind.  
It’s just more honest about its terms.

In my younger years, I lived as if the clock didn’t apply to me. I ignored the hands on 
classroom walls, the last call bell at the bar, the subtle alarms my own body sent when I 
pushed too far. I behaved as if time was an enemy trying to limit me, rather than a 
boundary protecting me from becoming scattered.

Now I treat it differently.

I don’t know how many years I have left. None of us do, but some of us are more aware 
of the narrowing. I feel it when I climb stairs a little slower. When I pack medications for 
a trip. When I schedule checkups and scan results.

That awareness doesn’t paralyze me. It focuses me.

I no longer have the illusion that I can do everything, love everyone, fix every pattern, 
resolve every regret. I have this: a finite number of mornings, a finite amount of energy, 
a finite amount of light.

How I spend it matters.

There are things I’ve let go of.

The fantasy that a grand romance will arrive and neatly rewrite the past.  
The belief that the right relationship will finally make me feel “complete.”  
The need to be understood by people who never really wanted to know me beyond a 
role I played in their story.

Those aren’t small losses. They hurt. They took years to grieve.

But there are things I’ve embraced in their place.



The satisfaction of finishing a piece of work that feels true, whether ten people see it or 
ten thousand.  
The quiet joy of a good day with no crisis—just walking, working, eating, resting.  
The honesty of admitting when I’m tired and stopping, instead of pushing myself into 
collapse for the sake of proving something to no one in particular.

Borrowed light is the other side of this.

Every image I make now carries a double awareness: of the subject in front of the lens, 
and of the fact that I am there to see them at all.

When I was younger, I took light for granted. I rushed to capture it—sunsets, club 
strobes, studio setups—without much thought for the fact that I was part of the equation. 
That my own eyes, my own beating heart, were necessary to turn photons into 
photographs.

Now, each time I lift a camera, I feel the miracle twice.

There is still the thrill of composition, of catching an expression or a moment. But 
layered over it is gratitude: I am here. Still. After surgeries, after nights that could have 
gone differently, after choices that should have ended worse than they did.

Borrowed light also describes the way other people’s lives illuminate mine.

I don’t have children whose faces will mirror mine in future years. I don’t have a 
long‑term partner whose daily routines anchor me. What I have are glimpses—students 
I’ve mentored, artists I’ve encouraged, strangers who have written to say that something 
I made helped them name a feeling they’d been carrying alone.

Their stories are not mine. But for a moment, our paths cross. For a moment, our lights 
overlap. I take something from that. I hope they take something too.

In earlier chapters, I chased permanence.

I wanted a love that wouldn’t leave, a career that wouldn’t falter, a body that wouldn’t 
betray me. I wanted to outrun endings.

Now I measure meaning differently.

An encounter can be brief and still profound. A chapter can be short and still sacred. A 
day can be ordinary and still worth remembering.

Borrowed time has taught me to stop asking life to guarantee me endings and instead to 
pay attention to presence.

Am I here, fully, in this conversation?  



In this frame?  
At this table?  
On this walk?

If the answer is yes more often than no, I am doing better than I used to.

There is still fear, of course.

Fear of the next health scare. Of the call with bad news. Of the moment when the heart 
that has already been repaired finally decides it’s done. Fear, too, of dying 
misunderstood, or half‑told, or reduced to a caricature of “that guy who used to…”

But fear no longer drives the car. It rides along, offering its commentary, while 
something else holds the wheel.

Call it acceptance. Call it faith. Call it stubborn gratitude. It’s the part of me that says:

You were not promised this.  
You got it anyway.  
Do something with it.

So I keep making.

Images, pages, sentences like these. Not to build a monument, but to leave a trail. If 
someone finds it later and feels less alone in their own confusion, their own abrupt 
endings, their own borrowed time, then this life will have done its job twice.

I used to think the point was to win—to beat the odds, to outlast the statistics, to finally 
arrive at a place where nothing could be taken away.

Now, on this side of surgeries and miles and patterns seen clearly, I think the point is 
simpler:

To show up fully for what you are given, while you have it.  
To tell the truth about what it cost and what it gave.  
To love what you can, as well as you can, even if it doesn’t stay.

Borrowed time. Borrowed light.

I don’t own either.  
But for the moment, I get to use them.

And that, finally, feels like enough.



Art didn’t just accompany my story; it treated it, quietly waiting every time I walked away 
and came back broken, giving my nervous system a rhythm long before anyone named 
“trauma,” giving me a language that didn’t require spelling anything right, catching panic 
and grief in abstraction and color when I couldn’t bear to say the words out loud. 

What I called “my work” was really a life‑support system, a long, stubborn act of 
stitching myself back together one image at a time, until the boy tracing lines to calm a 
mind no one understood, the man turning heartbreak into photographs instead of 
relapse, the survivor building a whole universe because the real world had become too 
sharp to touch, all stood in the same light and made sense. 

That is why there is a hope for a John Dowling Contemporary Art Museum: not as a 
monument to talent or taste, but as a roomful of proof that art therapy is not an abstract 
idea but a force that pulled one human being back from the edge and then asked, 
gently, “Who else can we reach?” So that the very system that once nearly broke me 
becomes the engine that keeps this sanctuary open for others.Art saved my life, and the 
museum one day will exists to prove it can save others too.




