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Women everywhere are stepping 
into their own power. Whether 
by chance or by choice, now is 
the time to step up, speak out, be 
heard, and find your way. 

The chapters within have all been 
written by women who have fol-
lowed their own path—even when 
that path may have been unex-
pected—with dips and turns, or 
mountains and valleys. Each has 
found their own way through trials 
and tribulations, and are a tribute 
to women everywhere who may 
be in the middle of a struggle, or 
who have found their way through 
the latest darkness—stronger for 
the journey, and wiser for the 
experience. 

May you find yourself and your 
strength, within the power of 
these stories.
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Minding Your Way

We are not going to get in his way. If he makes it, we will take care of 
him and if he doesn’t, we will grieve him.” This was the decision 

we made after a sleepless night at the Ritz Carlton in St. Louis. Daniel 
went for a run in Forrest Park, he came back with a calm almost resolved 
look on his face and he asked me, “Isn’t parenting a lot about learning to 
let go of control?”. From there, we began our discussion about what do 
with our high risk, low odds, nineteen-week pregnancy. 

Two days before this conversation we got the opinion of a senior OB 
in the hospital where I was being taken care of. While he was most well-
known for his poor bedside manner, he was also a well-established expert 
in the field. His opinion was that since a catastrophic chain of events had 
already been set in motion, and since this child was relatively easy to con-
ceive, we should end this pregnancy and start over. Basically, a cold “better 
luck next time,” I guess. 

My actual OB was a young compassionate doctor and a mom her-
self. She spoke powerful words of hope and humility to me in a calm and  
unexcited voice. Yet, even she agreed that the odds were not in our favor.  
It was suggested to us that we had a 10-20% chance the pregnancy would 
survive to viability. Normally I would not pursue something that had an 
80-90% chance of failure, but I also knew the is decision looming before 
me was not that simple. 

“
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This all began when I woke up bleeding in the middle of the night at 
thirteen weeks. There was no clear answer from the ER as to what hap-
pened. There was still a heartbeat. They told me to go home and not lift 
anything heavy. The next five weeks were kind of a blur. I tried to honor 
my instincts that there really was a real problem with my pregnancy while 
accepting the reality that there was nothing I could do and nothing more 
would be known until the eighteen week anatomical evaluation. 

My sister was with me for the eighteen week ultrasound. Our play-
ful and light-hearted banter quickly shifted as the technician struggled to 
get any meaningful measurements. The technician left the room without 
saying much and a senior OB came in with a somber tone and a devastat-
ing printout for me to bring across the hall to review with my doctor. In-
ter-uterine growth restriction (IUGR), low amniotic fluid and evidence of 
placental abruptions. As I read that I went numb until I heard my doctor 
tell me I had time to think about things and make a decision. I knew I was 
crying and I remember thinking, “what does she mean, make a decision?”. 

I started to think about all of the decisions I had made in my life up 
to that point and how each decision led me down a certain path to this 
exact moment. The places I lived and traveled to, the people I loved and 
let go of until I loved Daniel and knew almost immediately that I would 
never let go of him. I thought about my choice to go to college at George 
Washington University in Washington, DC which led me to volunteer at 
the DC Rape Crisis Center which led me to know that connecting with 
people in their most vulnerable moments and being a part of their heal-
ing, was going to be my life’s work. And now I had a new decision to make. 
I had to watch this seemingly hopeless pregnancy unfold week to week 
until ultimately I would have choose to either let it go or risk a world of 
terrifying unknowns. 

I was frantic to find some answers about what we could be facing. 
What happens when a baby is born at twenty-six weeks? Twenty-eight 
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weeks? One pound? Two pounds? What kinds of challenges does a child 
with a start like this have to deal with? Could I do it? Should I do it? 

That next week was almost unbearable. We decided to keep a previ-
ously-scheduled trip to St. Louis to visit with Daniel’s family. At dinner, 
my sister-in-law announced the reason she wasn’t drinking was because 
she was pregnant. I knew she wanted to have more children and I had a 
moment of real joy for her. But then it hit me, waves and waves of grief 
that led to a night full of tears and rage until Daniel and I made our deci-
sion the next morning. 

“We are not going to get in his way.” This became a sort of mantra for 
us, a reasonable plan conjured up by expecting parents trying to under-
stand parenthood and the desire to do right by their child. What I didn’t 
really come to understand until a few years later is that my mantra wasn’t 
just “we are not going to get in his way.” My mantra was “I am not going 
to get in my own way.” 

I am not going to get in my own way. I wanted this baby to make it. 
I wanted to meet him. I wanted to be his mom. I almost let fear and self-
doubt get in my way. On some level I knew if my son did survive to via-
bility he would have some kind of challenge or disability. I knew that no 
one could come into the world so early and so small and in such distress 
and be “fine.” I had no idea what was to come, but I was not going to get 
in my way of finding out. 

At this point in my life I had been a therapist for over ten years. I 
taught mindfulness along with other skills to people with severe trauma, 
suicidality, eating disorders and personality disorders. I understood mind-
fulness. It made sense to me intellectually. I knew it was evidenced-based. 
I knew how it worked.

It wasn’t until after we returned from our visit to St. Louis that I really 
got it. I remember the moment I felt it in my bones, mindfulness was how 
I was going to survive. I had no answers, I had no control, I had only my 
breath. Every day I had moments of fear and rage. What was going to hap-
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pen? Why was it happening to me? As I noticed these thoughts I would 
place my hand on my still pregnant belly, I felt it expand as I inhaled and 
contract as I exhaled. I told myself “in this moment I am okay,” “in this 
moment breathing is enough.” I learned to lean in to the discomfort, dis-
tress and not knowing. I learned that there was nothing that I couldn’t 
breath through. I learned to be a better and more present therapist.

In 2015, when my son was six months old, we moved to St. Louis. 
In 2016, I opened a private therapy and consulting practice. People often 
come into my office during the darkest moments in their lives. They come 
in at the end of a marriage that stole their voice; the week after hitting the 
lowest point of a depression, the months after their child was diagnosed 
with a disability or disease. These are the moments we breath through.

The way out of the darkness and forward towards a better life starts 
with breathing through the pain, surviving what feels unbearable. The 
more we do this, the more we start to believe we can. Slowly over time, a 
deep reservoir of hope and trust builds from within. 

Breathing is just the start. Next, begins the work of getting out of your 
own way. Quieting and challenging the voices in your head that say you 
can’t, you shouldn’t. You start to look at what you have been through and 
how you survived. You run through the choices you have made and how 
those decisions have led you to this exact moment. You breathe. You make 
the decision that fear and self-doubt will not rule your life and no matter 
what, you really will be okay; because, you actually are already okay. 

And then, finally, you can breathe in the reality that freedom and pos-
sibility have no bounds and your capacity for love and healing is endless. 
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Dena B. Tranen, MSW, LCSW.  Dena is a graduate of The George War-
ren Brown School of Social Work at Washington University in St. Louis. 
She began her career working with survivors of rape and sexual assault 
and homeless women in Washington, DC. She went on to work as a clin-
ical social worker at the Harvard-affiliated McLean Hospital in Belmont, 
MA. While at McLean she received advanced training in DBT (Dialec-
tal Behavior Therapy), MBT (Mentalization-Based Treatment) and CBT 
(Cognitive Behavioral Therapy). She has extensive experience working 
with adults and teenagers dealing with mood and trauma-related disor-
ders, grief and life transitions.

While at McLean Dena developed expertise in the area of diagnosing 
and treating personality disorders, particularly borderline personality dis-
order and narcissistic personality disorder. She offers consultations with 
persons who have a personality disorder, with family members who have 
loved ones with a personality disorder, and with attorneys who have cases 
that involve person(s) with a personality disorder. Dena also works with 
people who have experienced trauma (PTSD), anxiety, depression and 
eating disorders. She presents regularly to audiences and at conferences 
throughout the country on these subjects and has appeared as an expert 
guest on St. Louis Public Radio.

Continued…
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Dena currently owns and serves as Clinical Director for Middle Way 
Counseling and Consulting in St. Louis, MO. In addition to continuing to 
work as a therapist, she is trained as a coach in the collaborative divorce 
process and is an active member of the St. Louis Collaborative Family Law 
Association. She is currently conducting research in the area of marital 
resiliency in couples with a special needs or disabled child. She is known 
for her direct and interactive approach to therapy and is grateful to be a 
part of so many people’s healing journeys.

Dena B Tranen, LCSW
www.middlewaystl.com

The Middle Way Counseling and Consulting
7751 Carondelet Ave, Suite 203
Clayton, MO 63105
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