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			To my Mom, Dad & Family, Thank you for your patience and grace and for always embracing my unique mind.

			This is to honour my Jiichan ([image: ]), whose calligraphy inspired this book. May his shodō craft live on in others.
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			(Kokoro yori kansha mōshiagemasu.)

			With heartfelt gratitude.
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			A Note Before We Begin

			This book is my real story—messy, imperfect, and deeply human. It reflects my own experiences and is offered to inspire reflection, not to provide professional advice.

			I am not a therapist, and nothing here should be taken as medical, psychological, legal, or other professional advice. This book is offered for entertainment purposes only, with the hope it may also inspire curiosity, reflection, and meaningful conversation. If anything here stirs something in you, I encourage you to seek support from qualified professionals, as I have on my own path.

			Real transformation is not a quick fix; it’s a slow, disciplined practice that unfolds over time. If you’re looking for an immediate solution, this book may not be for you. But if you’re ready to take small, courageous actions to visualize, feel, and ground your unique leadership style, then you’re in the right place.

			Your unique experience, paired with courageous action, can drive real change.

			—Anette Lan

		

	
		
			 

			 

			The author disclaims any liability for actions taken by readers based on the content of this book.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Circle not closed

			And so, imperfectly now,

			Pause… breathe… re-cycle.

			Ensō, impermanence held.

			And so… Enso… sound alike.

			[image: ]

			-Anette Lan

		

	
		
			Preface

			When The Pot Cracks

			I’m having constant heart flutters. I go to the doctor.

			“Is your work stressful? You should lay off the coffee. Maybe cut back on drinking and exercise more,” she says.

			I don’t even drink anymore. Did she even take me seriously?

			She recommends hormone tests and a 48-hour heart monitor. Everything comes back “normal” range.

			So I continue on, clearly I’m “fine”.

			I’m the Director of People and Culture. I used to wear this title like a badge. I was proud that I could absorb the pressure, hold the tension, and stay calm when things got messy. I tell myself I can handle the stress. I’ve handled worse. I am resilient. It is what people say about me.

			“You’ve always figured it out.”

			“You’re so resilient.”

			Lately, these so-called compliments don’t fuel my motivation anymore. Actually, they are doing the opposite.

			Am I though?

			Is this what anxiety feels like?

			You know that voice? The one that creeps in, insisting everything is fine—even when something isn’t? I tried my best to quiet that voice. I don’t have anxiety

			I do all the prescribed things. I drank more water. Bought a walking treadmill, walked and worked. Cut the salt. I would try going to bed earlier to get more sleep. I even told myself maybe it’s just perimenopause.

			But beneath everyone’s advice, it felt like my heart stuttered—like a nervous system glitch. My nights stayed restless. And a quiet truth began to rise: maybe I didn’t love this work anymore. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be the person who could keep compartmentalizing human pain for organizational gain. Maybe this is Anxiety.

			That thought alone gives me anxiety.

			I came into HR to help people thrive. I cared deeply for every team I worked for. To reflect back their brilliance. But somewhere along the way, that purpose was buried—beneath policies, restructures, layoffs, and hard conversations that left me hollow. Not just tired. Hollow. Soulless.

			Maybe this wasn’t a medical mystery. Maybe this was my body speaking to me. Maybe my body was responding to a truth my mind had been trying to outrun. I wasn’t okay. I had just gotten good at pretending I was.

			So I did what a high-performer does: I tried to fix a soul-problem with a to-do list. I attacked it with more. More water. More steps on my walking treadmill. More salt cut from my diet. When that didn’t work, I reached for more knowledge—more books, more frameworks, more LinkedIn certificates. I was adding more soil and water to a pot that was already cracking, wondering why nothing was being absorbed.

			What if this isn’t something I can think my way out of?

			So afraid of stopping. I started writing. My first entry.

			What is wrong with me?

			I went to therapy.

			No one in my family had gone before—not openly. My outdated beliefs on therapy pushed aside. I needed to understand myself. I needed a place where I didn’t have to be “the strong one.” I felt a deep knowing of what I knew was RIGHT with me, but why did I feel this constant questioning.

			Because even as I unraveled, people still said it:

			“You’re so calm.”

			“You’re my rock.”

			It didn’t feel like grit or resilience. It began to feel like a silent command:

			Don’t fall apart. Don’t slow down. Don’t let them see you’re struggling.

			I couldn’t keep holding it all. Over time, I started pressing everything down—disappointment, grief, fatigue. My own spirit felt like a plant in a terracotta pot that was once strong, but was now too small. From the outside, the container looked fine, but inside, my roots were tangled, compressed, and circling, searching for space in soil that had long gone dry

			Inside, my foundation was strained. The pot had cracked under the pressure of roots that had long outgrown it, and the water I fed myself seeped through the dry soil, unabsorbed. My growth was stagnant. My color was fading.

			I wasn’t sure I could “tough it out” anymore. And maybe—for the first time—I didn’t want to.

			I have a toddler son. I wasn’t willing to give up on myself. So I started changing the conversation in my head:

			What if resilience isn’t about holding it all together?

			What if it’s not about patching the cracks—but about letting the old container break, so you can grow into something more true?

			If you’re still reading, maybe you’ve felt it too.

			A fatigue you can’t shake. A restlessness in your chest or body. A deep knowing that says: this isn’t working anymore. A message that is trying to come through but you’re not sure what.

			Maybe you’ve poured yourself into your team, your work, your people. You’ve been strong, steady, good. And still… something feels too small. Too tight. You just know something needs to change.

			You are not broken. You’re just not meant to be in a pot.

			And so, this book is for you. It is an invitation to stop patching the cracks and instead grant yourself permission to pause before you grow again. It is permission to finally listen to your own heart—your kokoro ([image: ]), the Japanese word for the place where heart, mind, and soul converge.

			That deep listening is the beginning of your Ensō—the journey back to your own whole, evolving self.

			Ensō, let us begin.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Trees grow ring by ring, season by season.

			And so do you.

			Nobody tells you how hard it is to go from people pleaser and over-achiever to then choose yourself first. Deciding to pause and listen, to your body, to the quiet messages, to nature. It’s about becoming so aware of messaging around you. And then shifting from people pleasing to, deciding that you want to make small incremental changes for yourself.

			It starts acknowledging the limiting beliefs and judgement, experimenting and failing, refining your approach, deepening your roots, and embracing incremental growth. Just as a tree absorbs nutrients from its surroundings and steadily expands its rings, true self-mastery comes from a beginner’s mindset of unlearning to learn again.

			That’s the Ensō Mindset, and what this book is about.

			I invite you to find calm with me. Pause for a moment and acknowledge yourself, because this right here? This is a choice. A choice to step forward, to question, to explore.

			Something brought you here. Maybe exhaustion. Maybe frustration. Maybe a quiet whisper inside that says: There has to be another way.

			But beneath all of that, there’s something deeper. A spark. That spark is curiosity, the first root of all growth. It’s the quiet nudge that makes you wonder, What if? It’s what allows us to question the way things have always been. Question the things we thought we should do, and it’s what pulls us toward a shift in perspective.

			“What if leadership wasn’t about proving, but about becoming?”

			“What if growth didn’t require more effort, but more alignment?”

			“What if I don’t have to keep pushing, what if I can grow with ease?”

			That curiosity? That’s your first root.

			Just like a seed first sends roots downward before breaking through the soil, your curiosity is the first root that anchors you to the ground before transformation begins. It’s proof that you’re ready for something more.

			In that first root, I’ll invite you into a new perspective. One that refreshes how you see leadership, starting from within. We’ll begin with your self-agency and your self-worth.

			Along the way, I’ll gently offer Japanese kanji and phrases that bring a new perspective. And not as a “concept”, I’ll admit, something about the word “concept” rubbed me the wrong way. The dictionary definition didn’t help: “an abstract idea or general notion.” It felt sterile. Detached. Too box-like, as if a showcase of Japanese Culture. I wasn’t looking for a more memorized theory. I was looking for something I could feel.

			But the more I sat with it, the more the word began to open. I started to see that concepts, at least the way I long to share them, aren’t meant to live only in the mind. They can be vessels. Invitations.

			Like kanji, drawn from wind and stone and emotion, they can carry more than just meaning. They can carry natural, relatable and more resonate way of viewing words. They can rehydrate the cracked soil of our inner world, by inviting a new way to experience and express words.

			Something my mom once said came into sharper focus. She had been apologetic about not reading more English books to us when we were kids. Even now, as an adult, she carries that hesitation. “I can’t feel the words when I read in Engrish,” she told me. “Not the same in Japanese.”

			AHA. Suddenly, it all made sense.

			In Japanese, I started to see that I felt this harmony and deep spirit in the symbolism in Kanji, the characters. When I studied the language in depth in University, I loved breaking down the radicals and imagery evoked from them.

			Take Kokoro for instance, [image: ]. It actually kind of looks like an upside-down heart. There’s this little flick at the top, almost like you can feel the vein pushing the blood through, and then this central stroke that drops down like a heartbeat. On either side, the lines curve inward like arms cradling something tender.

			Ba-dum. I can feel the heartbeat in the kanji.

			It’s not just a symbol for “heart” or “mind”—it carries this deep sense of feeling, awareness, spirit. You can feel the weight of it, like it’s full of life, holding something sacred inside.

			I would have these recurring dreams of my Jiichan, my grandfather in Japan. He was a shodo artist, a calligrapher who hand painted signs for the local businesses. I would imagine this kanji would come alive with his brushstroke.

			There’s a word for this energy: kotodama ([image: ]) the spirit of words. It’s the belief that language carries energy, and that the right word can shift how we view and deepen our understanding of the world. What my mom was describing wasn’t just preference. It was a presence. She could feel the words because they came alive, they lived in her. That’s what kotodama holds, a kind of inner resonance.

			I think that’s what I was quietly searching for in the Western world too. Something that felt our English language was lacking. A way to feel more presence and continuity. I started to see English as this black and white, dualistic language lacking spirit. Hierarchical, need for proof. Just as I felt my own belonging.

			While I studied, I started to see the kanji embedded with the human spirit. More energy that pulls me along vs. feeling a language weighted in performance.

			Take for instance, here’s a word you’ll hear often: Ganbatte ([image: ][image: ], gahn-baht-teh). It’s usually translated as ‘do your best,’ but it carries a deeper meaning of quiet endurance. Its roots, ‘Gan’ ([image: ]) for persistence and ‘Batte’ ([image: ]) for stretching towards a purpose, speak to a heartfelt effort, not just perfection.

			Ganbatte is an encouragement. A challenge. A belief. It comes from two parts:

			•“Gan” ([image: ]) – meaning persistence, dedication, and resilience, the unwavering spirit to commit to what matters.

			•“Batte” ([image: ]) – derived from haru ([image: ]), meaning to stretch, to hold firm, to extend oneself toward a purpose

			Together, Ganbatte is about staying the course. Not because you have to, but because what you’re reaching for is worth it.

			But here’s the thing, I didn’t start with ganbatte. I couldn’t. I was out of resilience and grit, my confidence in my ability to persevere was thin and doing my best felt like a weight, not a calling.

			What I needed first was ma ([image: ]).

			Ma ([image: ]). It means more than space or stillness. It’s the sacred pause between things. The kanji tells the story. [image: ] is “gate.” [image: ] is “sun.” Together: the sun shining through the gate. Ma is the light that enters when we allow space. It’s what rises when we stop performing. Like pausing at a gate before you push it open. When you pause, the heart opens. That’s when I began to listen. And as I rooted deeper into that truth, something inside began to lift.

			Ma ([image: ]) didn’t ask anything of me. It simply gave me room to breathe and permission to pause. Permission to stop forcing, stop controlling, and stop reaching externally.

			Then, I could hear the word I started to push away.

			Ganbatte - [image: ]!

			Almost as if my Jiichan’s spirit was nudging me through the kanji. And if he were saying it in his Northern Japan dialect, Tsugaru-ben, it would’ve sounded more like:

			“[image: ]!”(Ganbahe na!) – Do your best, okay!

			Ensō. At this moment, pause. Ma ([image: ]). It means you are worth it. Ground your feet, relax your shoulders and let go of the need to perform and nourish your soul with me. Listen to your kokoro ([image: ]), heart, mind and spirit. One kanji at a time, roots reaching a little deeper so your branches can reach a little further.

			“[image: ]!” (Ganbahe na!)

		

	
		
			Season Opener

			The Wisdom of the Tree ([image: ])

			What if the keys to better lead ourselves are held in the wisdom of nature. Trees, in particular, hold holistic wisdom that I found a great sense of calm. Their roots ground them, their trunks give them strength, their branches reach outward to connect, and the fruit they bear is given away to nourish others.

			Think about the last time you stood under a massive tree. Felt its energy. Marvelled at its reverence and wondered about its age and wisdom. Its branches stretch high and wide, but its real strength? It’s in the roots. Beneath the ground, where we can’t see.

			In biology, this is known as the phototropic–gravitropic paradox: trees grow upward toward the light (phototropism), while simultaneously growing downward into the earth (gravitropism). To expand outward, they must also deepen inward. Without strong roots, reaching for the light becomes impossible.

			I began to wonder, does this duality apply to our essential skills too? Hard skills versus soft skills. The hard skills reminded me of phototropic growth, stretching outward, reaching for recognition and results.

			Soft skills, on the other hand, felt more like gravitropic growth, drawing inward, rooting into self-awareness and emotional intelligence. I started to see the relationship between the sturdy, outward-reaching branches and the unseen, grounding roots. One gives structure; the other gives strength.

			For so long, I had focused on growing up and out, proving myself, producing, showing I could handle it all. Reaching for everything external. But the anxiety, the pressure in my chest, the sleepless nights, those were signs I couldn’t ignore anymore. So I did something I’d never fully done before: I started pausing, ma ([image: ]) and I turned inward.

			I’m going to be honest. This was uncomfortable. Messy. The self-judgement, the voices in my head, What’s wrong with me?

			That voice felt so loud. But with each honest reflection, each time I let myself sit with what I was really feeling, I noticed my body begin to soften. Each scribble on a paper, and every truth spoken was a little surrender to my soul. The tension started to release. I stopped reacting. I started listening.

			And then, in that pause, it hit me. AHA! This way of leading, the one that required me to constantly hold everything together, wasn’t sustainable. I simply couldn’t carry everything. Resilience is not simply holding it all together. And maybe… it wasn’t leadership at all.

			My overperformance felt like a top-heavy tree, forced into a too-small pot, sitting in the corner of a hard concrete store, just trying to be seen. Reaching for the sunlight.

			I’m no botanist, but I’m pretty sure even David Attenborough would agree: Trees that grow too fast, too tall, without grounding a stable root system, run the risk of falling. Especially when the storm comes.

			Here I am, a top-heavy tree, lacking a proper root system that can support all the weight that I had started to carry. My roots packed tightly in a pot that didn’t feel right anymore. I could feel that something was about to break.

			“Care but don’t carry.” A coach said to me during a session.

			I remember blinking, confused. “What?” I’d never heard that phrase before.

			Then she looked at me and said, “You’re a triple empath.”

			I laughed out loud. But inside, I felt defensive. “Triple Empath?” Because my ego wanted to say, “who is she to say that”, while I knew exactly what she meant.

			I wasn’t just sensing what people were feeling—I was absorbing it. All of it. Without even realizing it, I had turned myself into a container for other people’s pain. Not compartmentalizing, consuming. It wasn’t just emotional. It was physical. I felt it in my chest. My sleep. My breath. I was heavy, and not in the poetic way. In the real, dragging, can’t-quite-shake-it way.

			That’s when these Japanese words would start to emerge. Omoi ([image: ]). I could hear my mom’s calming Japanese. Omoiyari. [image: ].

			It doesn’t translate cleanly. Not in English. But it’s the feeling of being deeply considerate. Quietly aware of what others are going through. Omoi ([image: ]) means heavy, but not in the burdensome sense. In this context, it’s the weight of thoughtfulness. Of care. A tenderness that holds feeling, not just for the sake of empathy, but with respect. Almost like reverence.

			One kanji lingered in my mind: [image: ]. It combines the character for “rice field” ([image: ]) placed above “heart” ([image: ]). That image stayed with me. Like a quiet metaphor for tending what matters. Thoughtfulness, layered with nourishment and feeling.

			That image. A field over the heart. That’s exactly what it felt like. I could feel it pressing down. Not aggressively. Not painfully. Just constantly. Subtly. A quiet weight that I thought was compassion—but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was compression.

			I kept thinking I was holding space. But I wasn’t. I was absorbing it. Taking it in. Letting it settle on top of me, layer by layer. And in the name of being “good at my job,” being thoughtful, the strong one, the rock, the person others could count on—I never noticed how much of it I was actually carrying. It was not mine to carry.

			HR has a way of turning you into a box. A container for other people’s emotions. A silent place where feelings go to be filed away. And I could feel it happening to others too.

			Leaders with hearts just as full, just as human, just as tangled. Carrying too much. Quietly breaking under the weight of other people’s disappointment and fear. It shows up in forms of silence, avoidance and defensiveness. And I felt it all.

			Omoiyari ([image: ]) doesn’t mean carrying everything. It doesn’t mean becoming a box. It means noticing. Awareness. Being present. Acting gently. And trusting that the people around you are capable of holding what’s theirs.

			It’s care. But without collapse.

			Attunement not absorption.

			Nature knows this.

			The tree especially. It doesn’t strain to hold the weight of its environment around it or try to force the fruit to ripen. It simply grows steadily, rooted, aware in its ecosystem.

			Its way of growing feels calming to me. Quiet. Steady. Rooted in presence. With light, time and the unseen transformations underground. Able to withstand any storm that the seasons bring.

			That moment didn’t come from chasing another goal or reading another book. It came from pausing. From being in nature. From feeling. From finally facing the things I had spent years trying to compartmentalize. Reaching so far outwards just to be seen or belong.

			That AHA moment. The realization that, the deeper my roots went, the more my branches could reach outwards. Not from striving, but from internal and external alignment.

			Your roots, your values, your lived experiences, your resilience—keep you steady. Your trunk, the strength and shape of what you’ve endured, holds it all. Your branches are your connections, your influence, the ways you reach toward others. And your fruit is your impact, your wisdom. It’s what you give. What nourishes, and what seeds new life.

			A tree doesn’t eat its own fruit. It exists to offer something beyond itself. But without strong roots, the weight of that fruit becomes too much. The branches break.

			The tree doesn’t just grow upward. It grows inward to the ground first. Its roots sense the pull of the earth (gravitropism), the quiet invitation to go down before reaching out. Only then does it turn toward light (phototropism), stretching gently, wisely, toward what nourishes. It knows that expansion isn’t just about direction—it’s about sequence.

			Root, then rise. That’s the rhythm. That’s the wisdom. And maybe that’s what we’re learning, too.

			Ensō, that’s the shift. To release the habit of carrying everything. To return to nature’s rhythm. To let space—ma ([image: ])—become the teacher. This isn’t about pushing harder. It’s about softening into a new perspective, a different way of thinking. One rooted in wisdom, starts deep underground where it’s cold and dark. And one that makes room for something more enduring to grow.

			The Growth with the Ensō Mindset

			The Ensō ([image: ]) is not about perfection. It’s about presence and impermanence. It’s about returning again and again to what matters most, your rhythm, your roots, your heart, kokoro ([image: ]). Like the seasons, it doesn’t rush. It’s cyclic in nature. It dynamically evolves.

			Do you recall the dreams I would have of my Jiichan. His brushstroke brought a sense of calm in my dreams. This one in particular was a recurring dream. I didn’t understand at first. A circle, drawn in a single, breath-held stroke. The calligrapher, calm and quiet, whose presence stopped the heart flutters.

			I started a dream journal. Months past, the dream occurs again.

			When I finally decided to look it up, I found the word: ensō.

			In Zen calligraphy, it’s a circle not meant to be perfect. Often it’s open. Sometimes incomplete. It always reflects the state of the one who draws it. Not perfection. Presence. Not performance. Truth. When I learned this, something in me softened. This was my Jiichan, speaking to me through my dreams with his calligraphy.

			That’s how this book moves too. Inward, then outward. It’s like he was nudging me to understand a sense of self-awareness I was lacking. Through my dreams I felt his presence encouraging flow and turn to nature. I had a deep curiosity about the Japanese traditional disciplines of self mastery and to understand the connection.

			And now, as we close this introduction to the cyclic nature of the seasons, take a deep breath. Your roots are already deeply grounded. You are exactly where you need to be right now.

			Leadership doesn’t begin with having all the answers. It begins with noticing and connecting. With a moment to pause and feel your own breath. With a willingness to deeply listen. With loving grace for yourself first. It begins by tuning into your own unique knowing rhythm and finding the courage to grow from there.

			What my deep curiosity about my Jiichan was teaching me, is that true leadership is lived in the way we show up and how people feel around you. Imperfect and full of heart. His brushstrokes never asked to be seen, yet they continue to shape the way I lead myself. His presence was quiet, and deeply rooted. And from those roots, I’ve grown.

			I invite you in.

			Let yourself settle. Notice your breath. Anchor into what you already know. You have nothing to prove. The story you hold is uniquely yours—and it’s enough. A rhythm to come back to. A tree that’s still growing. A new season waiting to unfold.

			This book is not a straight line. It’s a circle. It’s a forest. Notice how forest, for-rest. It’s a practice. And now, with the first root stirred…

			Ensō ([image: ]), you grow.

		

	
		
			A Note on Revisiting the Past

			As you work through this book, some activities and reflections may guide you to revisit moments from your past. I am not a therapist and this book is for story telling and reflection purposes. These exercises are designed to uncover insights, foster growth, and strengthen your Leadership. However, it’s important to acknowledge that revisiting certain experiences can stir up unexpected emotions.

			At some point in our lives, many of us feel profoundly alone, questioning our purpose and why we are here. These moments, though difficult, are a shared part of the human experience. It is in these times that reaching out for help can make all the difference. If you find yourself feeling overwhelmed or stuck, please remember this: you are not alone, and support is available to you.

			Seeking help from a licensed therapist or mental health professional is a powerful act of courage and self-care. It is not a sign of weakness but of strength, a commitment to your well-being and growth. Therapy provides a safe, compassionate space to explore your feelings, process your experiences, and gain tools to navigate life’s challenges.

			As Brené Brown so eloquently said, “Owning our story and loving ourselves through that process is the bravest thing that we will ever do.” And as Carl Rogers observed, “The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can change.” Seeking support allows you to embrace your humanity, transform your scars into wisdom, and cultivate resilience.

			This book is here to guide and inspire, but it is not a replacement for professional care. Growth is deeply personal, and it’s okay to move at your own pace. Even the tallest, most resilient trees take years to reach their full strength, and your journey is no different.

			If you are in crisis or need immediate help, there are compassionate resources ready to support you.

			In Canada, you can contact the Talk Suicide Canada Helpline at 1-833-456-4566. In the U.S., the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline is available by dialing 988.

			These services provide understanding, care, and resources to help you through your toughest moments.

			Life can feel overwhelming, and the path forward isn’t always clear. But no matter how lost or alone you might feel, remember: you are here for a reason. Reaching out for help is an act of hope, a reminder that even in the darkest times, you are worthy of care, connection, and abundant resources.

			True leadership begins with leading yourself first, with nurturing your roots, seeking light, and choosing growth.

			You deserve to thrive as deeply as the roots of the strongest tree, standing tall in the fullness of your potential.
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