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To my younger self: Be loud, feel it all, and pick the pink one.








  
  












Like a tree standing right where it is, 
just being here for these few moments is enough.
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I’ve spent most of my life trying to change who I am. For the better part of my childhood and adolescence, I believed I was a problem to fix. Looking back, I can see how my role as the oldest daughter of five, raised in the Christian religion, planted and nurtured that idea. The constant messaging of media, society, and its systems reinforced these thoughts at every turn. The sense that I was broken may have come from things outside me, maybe from the “strong work ethic” my dad instilled in me, but I believed it, and I took fixing myself very seriously. 
I filled my free time reading more books, praying harder, and shaming, guilting, and punishing myself to improve and change who I was with the hope of being happy. Most of the books on my nightstand, paired with my self-criticism, only made me feel further from who I should be and how my life should feel. It was an endless cycle of corrections to be made as I pushed to achieve my goals. While I think we can always find ways to improve, I was operating through the lens that I had to be less me to be successful or at peace. I thought once I fixed myself, things would feel and be easier to manage. I felt I had to change who I was to change my life.
Over time, instead of improving and feeling more secure, I abandoned myself almost altogether. I ignored my body, my emotions, and the whispers that tried to call me back to who I was. I was the embodiment of a tug-of-war between heart and mind. My feelings and thoughts strained between feeling restless and feeling a numbness I mistook for peace.
Eventually, I found my shelves filled with self-help books and journals as I documented my self-improvement journey. I thought that by seeking to improve, I was learning more about myself and how to be better. Sure, maybe I learned more ways to analyze, label, and mentally connect the dots, but I didn’t truly meet myself. I could tell you all the basic facts of who I was, why things came about, why I made a decision, or what happened, but I avoided connecting with who I was on a deep level. I didn’t know what I wanted, and I didn’t understand the essence of who I was, so I shut down. I had to be a better version of me before I could embrace and love myself.
In my early 20s, I met my now-husband. I didn’t realize this at the time, but it was my relationship with him and his love for me that changed the trajectory of my life. I never viewed him as perfect, but I knew he was perfect for me; exactly what I needed. From the very beginning, one of the most important things he gave me was space to be me. There was never a point in our relationship when he suggested, directly or indirectly, that I needed to change for us to be happy together. That was a brand-new experience for me. 
There is this idea that we need to change who we are or our situation to become our true selves. What if, instead of trying to change who we are to grow, we choose to connect more deeply with who we already are? All the close relationships I had previously involved me morphing into someone else to make that person feel secure, loved, or whatever it was they thought was my responsibility. Because he neither asked nor need me to change, I was able to pause my chameleon behavior and exist as exactly who I was. This pause opened a door and a question I began to consider: What if I was more me instead of less?
At 27, a couple of years into our marriage, I saw my life through clear eyes for the first time. Some call it a “quarter-life crisis,” and while it was confronting, I wouldn’t call it a crisis. I stepped back far enough to see where I was headed and decided I needed to pivot. So much change had occurred around me, and I didn’t know how to handle it or adjust to it. At work, I had stepped into an upper management role, taking on more responsibility without the pay increase to match, and I realized I didn’t actually support the company’s vision. I began seeing unhealthy or limiting patterns in my relationship with my parents. I noticed I wasn’t as open as I thought I was, quietly holding back parts of myself and what mattered to me. And I was uncertain what I was working toward at all. I couldn’t see how the life I was living connected to the goals I thought I had, or if those goals were even truly mine. I wasn’t sure I could go down a new path even if I found one. What was happening in my life was beyond my control, and I was exhausted. I realized I wasn’t being true to who I was in relationships, in my pursuits, and in how I was showing up in the world. It wasn’t that I was lying about who I was; I had become disconnected from myself. I didn’t fully know who I was underneath everything, and at the same time, I didn’t feel safe to be myself, even with myself. I had to shift my focus away from change and instead focus on growth.
I see change and growth as two different things. Change, for me and in this book, is the life, events, and experiences that happen around and outside of us. It’s the natural progression of things, the unknown, and the unexpected. It’s external—the situations we find ourselves in, how things look, the things that happen to us—all of which represent forms of change. Change is not inherently good or bad; it’s simply what unfolds as we live. When we pursue or experience change, it looks and feels like movement; if we desire the change, it feels like progress. Generally, if we don’t desire the change, it feels like a stall or like we are moving backward. Change can reroute us, take us places we never thought of, and influence us internally.
Growth, on the other hand, is internal. Growth is how we respond to or connect with change, our lives, and the people around us. It’s how we feel and how we interact with who we are in relation to where we are. It may look like a pause or slower progress, but it doesn’t mean there is a lack of movement. Growth is the development and evolution of us. Maybe you’re like me and, at some point, narrowed or confused your own view of growth, thinking that you or your situation had to change before growth could happen. But we can grow more of who we are not by changing, but by nurturing what’s already here. I don’t see growth as working to improve who we are, but rather as supporting how we feel and helping us live as more of who we are. By focusing on our growth, we can learn, expand, and adapt in health and balance. Without awareness of where we are and our growth, we can stretch ourselves thin, deplete ourselves, and become rigid. We may also limit our capacity and feel uncomfortable being who we are.
For example, change may look like being laid off and being forced to find a new job, whereas a form of growth is seeking a new career or position that feels like a better fit, or taking a course to deepen your skill set. Growth can also look like building better relationships within your current position, so work feels more connected and enjoyable. Growth doesn’t always reflect or result in an outward change in our lives. Focusing on external change often centers on how things look and can leave us waiting for change to happen before we feel better. It becomes something we respond to when it arrives. Focusing on internal growth shifts how we feel as change is happening. It allows us to be where we are while still moving forward. It’s the difference between waiting for your circumstances to change before you feel secure and learning how to feel more at ease within them while they are still unfolding. We can’t outrun change or circumstances, but we can feel better within them and be ready for whatever may come.
When we spend too much time focusing on change, things we only have so much influence over, we run the risk of disconnecting from how we feel and our core selves. Our situation can feel imbalanced, fragile against strong winds, or confined. Daily tasks can feel harder, and even things we used to enjoy start to feel taxing. In our effort to improve, we can end up ignoring what’s already here and disengage from our center. Growth is about revealing more you, more of what’s already inside, not becoming someone new. There’s nothing you need to change. Growing is about self-discovery—a deepening relationship with yourself—or self-recovery when needed. I thought I wanted and needed to change who I was so my life would change into how I envisioned it, but what I ultimately wanted was my growth to happen alongside change.
So, in order to grow, to be more of who I was within my life and its circumstances, I had to stop trying to change and instead be myself. I needed to remember who that was. I needed to cultivate a safe space so I could pause, look at where I was and discover which pieces I was working with, and begin to connect with them. Growth requires stabilization. Growth can happen naturally with and through us by focusing on what’s been within us all along. We must embrace all of who we are and what has shaped us.
Growth is a relationship and what develops over time and experience. It’s not something to rush or achieve. We are human beings; we are not fixed or stationary. We are always participating, always in motion as long as we live. Sustainable growth is about gaining and maintaining a self-perception of who and where we are. It’s staying present and allowing ourselves to be who we are, regardless of our circumstances.
When we are working towards our goals, some of us can fixate too much on the outcome, to the point of ignoring who we are right now. I’m not talking about the effort to adjust or add healthy habits to our daily lives. I’m talking about the way we seem to require ourselves, or our lives, to fit perfectly into a box or under a label we have deemed worthy or good enough. We can be overly critical and demanding of ourselves when we don’t live up to the ideal in our heads. In our effort to improve, we separate from ourselves. We don’t need more judgment; instead, we need more relationships; so we can grow to be more of what makes us who we are.
For over ten years of my life, I dedicated myself to self-improvement and healing to find peace and ease. In that time, I tried more tools and techniques than I can list, from various forms of therapy and energy work to books, classes, and both Eastern and Western practices. Over time, I added tools and resources to my metaphorical “Emotional & Mental Support Toolbox” and found ways to use them that work for me. That’s not to say I have it all figured out or that I never need additional help or support.
No one taught me how to connect and know myself. Many people and resources lead with basic frameworks, strengths and weaknesses questionnaires, labels, or even using things like our birth date as one way to understand who we are. These can be helpful tools, but they don’t tell the whole story. What I found and used to connect with myself were not things I could complete once and consider done. They are tools to explore and play with, not something to complete or check off. The reflections and practices I share in this book come from that toolbox and are things I still use today. They help me return to my center and stay true to who I am, no matter what comes. This book is not meant to be a crutch. It is a starting point. The exercises and reflections are meant to spark ideas and give you somewhere to begin. It is flexible enough to return to when you want a reminder or encouragement to discover something more about what is coming up for you.
There are many paths someone might take to connect and get to know themselves better. Here I’m sharing what worked best for me and the lenses through which I approach them. Part of me once thought it would be easier if there was one path. But it wasn’t one method, one tool, or one moment when I found security within myself. It happened over time and in my own way. It was all the moments I showed up
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