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Setting the Scene

HI MY NAME IS TARA, and by all accounts, I should be dead right now. Or at minimum, rotting in prison for the rest of this natural life. At least by society’s standards.

Speaking as an individual who carried a raging storm inside of me for decades, I unintentionally left horrible devastation in my wake on a pretty regular basis. A long series of incredibly unfortunate events (you’ll soon learn a little about) jolted me awake so violently to the truth of my suffering and set me on the course of healing, awakening and ultimate quality of life to share with others. Today I’m a leading expert in subjects that the masses suffer with unnecessarily and can provide light for on the darkest paths. 

I always knew there was going to be a book written by me, about my journey someday. As a child turned mother at barely seventeen years old, I began putting myself in extra difficult, life altering situations at an early age. Growing up the oldest daughter to eventually divorced parents, our family moved nearly a state away from all familiarity when I was twelve and my utter desperation to fit in only found me more trouble and rejection than ever. When the boyfriend of one of my only friends paid extra attention to me, I didn’t hesitate playing the betrayal card. He then became my first real boyfriend and within a year, the father of my first child.

And the drama ensued for twenty more years. Lost and misguided, I had no idea what I was doing and blamed all my suffering on anything but myself. We aren't taught that level of consciousness and fundamental awareness, in our formative years or ever. In the midst of those toughest seasons, I dreamed about this book coming to fruition, exposing my abusers, the abuse and near constant adversity I faced at seemingly every turn. I believed that the details of the circumstances I'd endured needed to be the priority of focus and those who’d done me wrong had to pay the natural consequences of their actions by it becoming public knowledge. 

Thankfully, I never took the time to compile that version. As the challenging and distracted years of single parenting ended for me, my kids all grew up, moved out and began leading their own beautiful lives. Before long, a new, unexpected era revealed itself for me. Designed to upend my existence so radically as I knew it, that the vast majority of all I’d learned up to that point needed to be unlearned. Especially the part about casting blame, making excuses and misplacing my entire focus constantly.

When my only concern was controlling everything and everyone around me at all costs, I was completely out of control. And completely blind to that fact. It has been exactly ten years since the dismantling of that me began. Trying to escape my problems gave me a month of experience living in a women's shelter. Framing myself as the victim of the toxic relationships I was choosing to create, remain in and put up with, I reacted rather thoughtlessly, often, and the rippling damage became brutal. Permanently destructive in ways, my entitled self-righteousness was appalling.

Lives did not end in the physically permanent sense (although there were some very close calls), but in the "over as we know it", forever sense. I was so stubborn and self-absorbed that it took witnessing the natural consequences of my own most ignorant and unintentionally malicious behavior to wake up to the ugliest truth: I am the only source of suffering I had been experiencing all those years.

The flip side of that coin being: those that I was hurting with my sabotaging tendencies then were also the source of their own suffering, by choosing to stay and deal with it the same. Ugly truths we all struggle to navigate at times, but always being given more opportunities to learn and grow from!

As most humans operate today, it's impossible to see the error of our ways while standing in the middle of the mayhem. Our singular reality is the only experience we are familiar with and feels absolutely normal, despite whatever dysfunction surrounds us. Anybody who’s attempted to make a substantial improvement to themself and their way of life knows how extensive, difficult and lonely it can feel. Too often, many resort back to their typical patterns, unwilling to tolerate the discomfort of growth long enough for any real change to occur.

This planet inhabits billions of other individually made, autonomous human beings with their own specific skill sets, flaws, purpose, outlooks, ways and more. It actually makes sense to us that it is THEIR responsibility, to bend only to “MY” will and the ways “I” want everything to be. “I” know best and only what pacifies “ME” is acceptable and right. We believe this! Pay attention to all the folks discarding whole human beings solely over their differing political views. We’re a mess.

Our thoughts, words and behaviors drip with this deeply embarrassing attitude and belief system every time we focus on others. As if it has anything to do with us, we balk at and judge them for their choices. THIS is normal to most, casting all attention and energy on the circumstances outside of ourselves and then wondering why our own life experience feels so lacking, out of control and low quality. Passivity breeds mediocrity, PERIOD, and being little more than a spectator to our experience while submerged in others’ business is the most dangerous passivity of them all. 

As a little girl, I watched my young, naive, incompatible parents bicker, knit-pick & try to change the other fundamentally until they decided to divorce. Then, as a teenager, I watched my now older, but still misguided and incompatible parents get back together and repeat the same pattern for some years, until finally ending the cycle for good out of exhaustion, rather than awareness.

This naturally became the primary example of romance for me growing up, learning that love is a negotiation of control rather than an honoring of autonomy. No one knew to teach them any better, either.

To improve these experiences for future generations to echo in learned behavior, we have to start with ourselves and overhaul the whole baseline energy we’re operating at. We aren't just healing us, the individual; we are rewriting the whole Life and Relationship Manual for everyone in our wake.

When children see a parent stand up for themselves and set healthy boundaries confidently, they learn that their own space is sacred and this becomes a natural reaction for them to exhibit.

Watching us navigate an isolating season or a crisis with calm faith and intention rather than frantically freaking out, they learn that peace is a choice, not an outcome of circumstance.

It is extraordinary to me that I am alive (and thriving) today to be sharing any of this, but that really is the whole point of going through the hard things we face in humanity. I finally woke up to the truth and grew up in its goodness. By extension, I’ve been benefiting the entire collective through gaining this awareness and am now leading by example. The ripple effect is very real. 

This first book, of no doubt many to come, is a summary of my story of survival and collection of the massively invaluable gifts I’ve amassed so far on my journey. Wisdom, clarity and alignment are not easily attained, but there is not a single unprofitable experience we face when equipped with the proper tools.

I’ve broken down my separate, relevant eras into chapters that may resonate with some more than others. The reader will find that they’re all closely related, weaved within each other, and matter exponentially to the grand scheme. I'm going to simply outline a lot, there's no need for gritty details that can leave too much open for interpretation here.

The goal of my channel, Tara's Thrive Tribe on YouTube is to connect, meet and have deeper, personal discussions toward healing more privately. I have healed my deepest wounds over all these years, mostly alone, and have discovered a direct roadmap from destructive to free. 

Although other people have not walked the specific path I'm on, they have absolutely felt the same gravity of the situations I’ve faced. The unique details of all these separate experiences create universal connection, rather the separation we perceive. 

Paradoxically, the more specific we can be to personalize our situations—the exact smell of a room or a specific, quirky thought during a crisis—the more others are able to imagine and relate. Also increasing comfort and trust, this cultivates a safe space for others to begin opening up as well, at their own pace.

Anyone who has survived a specific type of self-destruction likely knows the feeling of shame, the rush of denial and the lonely clarity of a rock-bottom awakening, also called dark night of the soul. A period of profound spiritual crisis, existential desolation or a collapse of one’s perceived meaning of life, while it feels like a death (because it is), it is a necessary stage of transformation—a shedding of the old self to make room for the abundantly limitless existence we’re meant for. 

We all deal with the same core themes as a population: the desire to be seen, the fear of being "too much" or "not enough" and the struggle to align who we authentically are with who we long to be. The process of sifting through the contrast, choosing only what aligns with and feels good, tends to get quite dicey for many of us.
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Family Dynamics 

OUR CHILDHOODS ZOOM by at the speed of light, most of us never taking a moment to reflect as adulthood plows in, bringing with whatever “baggage” we’ve been gripping tightly to over the years. Family dynamics are surely specific for each individual clan out there, but there are a handful of generalized, complex patterns that tend to be universal across the board.

Beyond the primary pillars of culture, morals and beliefs, the family or situation we are each born into acts as our first social laboratory where the blueprint for our entire interaction with the world is drafted. There is no reasonable escaping or redesigning of these places, people and states as they are. We can only begin to sort through any wreckage left behind as we separate ourselves; physically, mentally, emotionally and also spiritually from the environment and circumstances that fundamentally created us. 

Consider the following information and the role it’s played in your own upbringing, family dynamic and the person you know yourself to be today. Don’t stop there though, go on to apply this knowledge to the collective humanity we coexist with as well. Constantly.

We’re so quick to jump and judge everyone for anything we don’t agree with. It’s time to wake up already and realize that the depth of reasoning behind everything each person does is infinite and individualized. This is impossible to ever understand about another with clarity and ultimately, none of ours or anyone else’s business. 

Intentionally “going back” to my own childhood and really digging around gave me such valuable insight to many of my own WHYS. A giant and critical step in easing the storm inside of me enough to even make beginning to heal possible. Before falling asleep one night, my thoughts were going haywire in unwanted directions. Without conscious thought, my mind pivoted and I began to focus intently on myself as a little girl. Based on my memories as they are, I stayed there for a while, seeing the world through her eyes and truly feeling what she felt. The good and the bad. Slowly, I began to have revelations and realizations, making connections to my patterns as the adult I now am and how my childhood played out. 

It is incredibly easy to see a few select facts now, on the other side of a lot of deep reflection. First, children are generally sensitive and highly impressionable. Any given, often unintentionally, ‘malicious’ behavior we internalize is affecting kids unbeknownst to the adults they’re surrounded by. Attaching the story we choose to the memories of our childhood, we weave it into our whole identity. 

Every last one of us has endured a season where we are so deeply self absorbed in worry, pity, anger, despair ... or even deep love and joy. Aiming to focus solely on ourselves and what we feel our best interest to be, inevitably leaves someone in our circle feeling slighted or forgotten. It is unintentional and inadvertent, but nonetheless, painful for somebody. Feeling victimized is a natural reaction when we don’t have the capacity to comprehend that other's behavior isn’t about us at all, if we’re even assuming properly about the behavior in the first place.

Our parents and caretakers were operating only with the knowledge they were given themselves. Many hadn’t been taught decent morals, habits, mature social skills, etc. We cannot practice what we do not know. My parent’s goal was never to isolate me or make me feel unworthy. There was a lot happening in our world and they did the best they could. I chose to feel isolated and unworthy based on my opinion of the situations, their behavior and the story I told myself, making it only about me. Again, it’s what children, and swarms of adults, do. 

I was that adult for many years myself. Not realizing I was still searching for the external attention and validation to fix my broken thinking. The Anxious Attachment style I’d developed would poison every relationship I’d mindlessly enter into. This insecure behavioral pattern is characterized by low self-esteem, a deep fear of abandonment and a chronic need for reassurance and intimacy in relationships.

Operating as that woman in those times, I held the belief that being attached at the hips and revolving our own lives around our partner was rational and healthy. If you are my man, you owe me everything, no exceptions. Because of course, I was willing to give everything.

I tolerated swarms of unacceptable behavior but also dished as much out. It has officially become fun rewriting my entire narrative. That’s not something I ever knew how to even begin doing. I have discovered a dormant power within myself, that you possess within yourself, too. No one is stuck forever because their story has always been a certain way, that’s the tell-tale sign we’re overdue for a change. We automatically believe that the family tree we branch off from primarily defines who and what we are. We are wrong. It’s simply the portal of experience through which we’ve entered the current journey we’re on, spiritually speaking. And since we are spiritual beings first, this is the lens we need to be viewing from more than any other, in order to maximize our quality of life.

Other critical elements determined or heavily influenced by the worldly family we’re born into during our most impressionable years (stay with me here, it’s enlightening!):

1. Attachment Style and Emotional Regulation

The family environment dictates how you perceive safety and intimacy. This is often categorized through Attachment Theory, which suggests that the way caregivers respond to a child's needs creates a lifelong template for adult relationships. The primary styles are:

Secure: Resulting from consistent, empathetic care and affection.

Anxious/Preoccupied: Stemming from inconsistent attention.

Avoidant/Dismissive: Formed when emotional needs are ignored or stifled.

2. Communication Patterns and Conflict Resolution

Families develop their own unique "micro-language" and rules for engagement. We inherit a specific style of processing information and handling disagreements:

Avoidant: Sweeping issues under the rug.

Volatile: Open, loud expressions of emotion.

Collaborative: Using I statements and seeking compromise, clearly the healthiest version this world desperately needs more of ...

3. Socioeconomic Trajectory and "Social Capital"

The family unit provides (or lacks) the initial network and resources that shape our career and financial outlook. Including:

Educational Expectations: The accepted "norm" for how much, where and what types of schooling is required.

Professional Networks: Access to mentors or specific industries.

Financial Literacy: Habits regarding debt, spending, saving and investment.

4. Self-Concept and Internal Monologue

The "voice" of our parents or guardians often also becomes our internal critic and/or cheerleader. Families determine our initial sense of worth—whether feeling inherently deserving of success, the capability of successfully attaining it or as if performing to earn love is required.

5. Biological and Lifestyle Blueprints

While genetics play a role, family determines epigenetic (factors beyond the genetic code) expression through lifestyle:

Relationship with Health: Dietary habits, views on exercise, communication styles and attitudes toward medical care.

Stress Response: How the body physically reacts to pressure based on the household's "baseline" stress level and responses.

To visualize how these pieces fit together, psychologists often use the Family Systems Theory, developed by psychiatrist Murray Bowen in the 1950’s, which views the family as an interconnected emotional unit where any change in one person impacts the entire structure.

Can we see how deeply detrimental this is to each individual within the family expectation? When each person’s behavior, emotions, words and choices affect the functioning of the whole system, the priority is not any one person in isolation from their family context.

Neglecting individual needs in favor of a "family-first" mandate always creates a paradox. By demanding self-sacrifice for the sake of the unit, the health of that very unit begins to erode. While cooperation is essential, erasing individuality creates several long-term and severe risks:

1. The Erosion of Identity and Autonomy

When a family member is conditioned to prioritize the group’s needs exclusively, they often lose touch with their own desires, values and boundaries.

Enmeshment: This leads to a psychological state where personal boundaries are blurred and one person’s emotions become everyone’s responsibility. Members are too entangled to distinguish their own feelings, needs or identities from others, leading to guilt, codependency and stunted personal growth.

Stunted Growth: Adolescents and young adults may struggle to develop a "self-concept," leading to indecisiveness or a breakdown of identity and emotional integrity later on.

2. The Build-up of "Invisible" Resentment

Expectations of constant self-sacrifice rarely result in genuine altruism; instead, they often breed quiet bitterness.

The Martyrdom Trap: One or more members may feel like a "resource" rather than a valuable person.

Passive-Aggression: Because open disagreement is often framed as being selfish, difficult or disloyal, needs are (or not) expressed through withdrawal, sarcasm or chronic irritability.

3. Burnout and Emotional Bankruptcy

A family unit is only as strong as its individual members. If one person is constantly pouring from an empty cup to keep the family ship afloat, they eventually reach a breaking point.

Physical and Mental Health: Chronic neglect of personal rest, hobbies and/or mental health will lead to depression, anxiety and other stress-related physical ailments.

Relationship Fragility: When a crisis hits, “bankrupt" individuals have no emotional reserves left to support the group, causing the family structure to buckle under pressure.

4. Communication Breakdowns

In environments where the family interest is the only valid metric, open, honest communication usually dies.

Fear of Conflict: Members stop sharing their true feelings to avoid being labeled, targeted or nagged on.

Surface-Level Harmony: The family may look close and loving to outsiders, but internally, members feel lonely and misunderstood because their authentic selves are hidden.

Autonomous freedom within a family comes from interdependence—the idea that we are better together, but only because we are whole as individuals. When people feel seen and supported in their personal goals, they generally want to contribute to the group's success out of delight, rather than obligation. A healthy family functions more like an ecosystem than a single machine. In an ecosystem, the health of the whole depends on the balance, diversity and well-being of each distinct part in their individual wholeness.

The majority of families, especially those that prioritize the collective over the individual, often possess an unwritten order of expectations. These roles aren't usually assigned out loud; they are absorbed through family culture, birth order and the specific needs of the parents/caregivers.

When a family operates under the assumption that the unit comes first, children are often expected to fill these specific roles to maintain balance. While every family is unique, these expectations typically follow a predictable chronological order as children are born and grow.

The Firstborn: The Legacy Bearer or Hero

The expectation for the first child is often centered on competence and continuity. 

The Burden: They are expected to set the standard, achieve highly, and validate the parents' success as caregivers.

The Family Interest: They serve as the "shining example" to the outside world, proving that the family is successful and stable.

The Second/Middle Child: The Glue or Mediator

The second child often enters a pre-established dynamic. Their expected role is often focused on harmony and flexibility.
The Burden: They are expected to be the "easy" child who doesn't cause trouble. They often learn to suppress their own needs to bridge the gap between the firstborn and the parents.
The Family Interest: They act as the social lubricant, keeping peace and ensuring that conflict doesn't disrupt the unit’s functioning.

The Youngest: The Light or Mascot

The expectation for the youngest is often centered on emotional regulation and distraction.

The Burden: They are expected to remain "the baby," often discouraged from growing up or becoming independent because their role is to provide joy or comic relief.

The Family Interest: They serve to soften the tension in the house, using humor or charm to distract from deeper, more serious family issues.

The "Different" Child: The Mirror or Scapegoat

In many systems, one child (regardless of birth order) is expected to hold the family's discomfort and flaws.

The Burden: If they don't fit the mold, they somehow take the blame for the family's unhappiness.

The Family Interest: By focusing on this child's "problems," the rest of the family can avoid looking at their own internal dysfunction.

Common Universal Expectations: Beyond birth order, families that neglect individual needs often impose these three "Universal Contracts" on every member:

Emotional Loyalty: You must feel what the family feels to keep all members comfortable. Independent joy or grief is seen as a betrayal.

Financial/Labor Contribution: You are a resource first. Your career or time must benefit the family estate or business in some way.

Reputational Management: Privacy and protecting the family image through mounting lies is more important than personal truth.

These expectations create friction because breaking them feels like a rejection of the people you love. However, ultimate freedom usually requires moving from Role-Based Living (operating as a character in the family's play) to Soul-Based Living (operating as your authentic self and adding YOU to the top of the list of people you love).
"The greatest burden a child must bear is the unlived life of the parents." - Carl Jung

My own family dynamics, in a nutshell, go like this: I was first born to a teenage mom on March 13, 1982. Told by doctors that I had Bilateral Congenital Hip Dysplasia and may likely never walk, I spent the first year of my life wearing stacks of diapers at a time. The theory was, keeping my legs in a frog-like position would allow my hips to develop properly. It worked well enough and at thirteen months, I started walking. Other than minor clicking, so far I’ve had no further issues.

The relationship I was born of was volatile and abusive. Thankfully, the useless and dangerous (at that time) biological father that helped to create me was sensible, selfless and agreeable enough to stay out of my life, signing parental rights over to the good man and father figure my mom had met and married instead.

Three years later, my brother came along, extremely colicky. My mom was now divorced from my dad and single parenting us babies, sharing a house with her best friend. My memories are vague from that far back, but what I do recall is being so lively; dancing, playing, happy, surrounded by adults and always entertaining. I adored my little brother and, despite living below the poverty line, there was no shortage of love, affection or any basic need. 

A night out dancing for some relief from that poor screaming baby resulted in my mom meeting someone new. This man came into our lives, embracing both of us as his own, immediately and wholly. In July 1989, we were the flower girl and ring bearer in their big, fancy celebration of a wedding. Our dad promptly adopted us both and nearly a year later, my baby sister was born. 

I lived with my mom and second dad full time and visited my first dad regularly. These two men have been the most tremendous father figures I could ask for. There has been no shortage of love toward me, respect toward each other and value added to our entire family by their existence. I struggled momentarily when the time came to plan my wedding, but then thought it perfect to walk down the aisle alone and have each dad take an arm at the end to give me away.

My childhood was packed full of family, friends, love, support and good times. Fairly intelligent for my age, I was reading my aunt’s college books at four years old. Once in school myself, although well behaved I was over achieving, completing my own work then moving on to do my classmate’s, too. 

At eight years old, I adored the new baby in our house and remember feeling very maternal toward my little sister. I couldn't understand the adult aspects of our circumstances then. Now though, knowing how the Gulf War and economic conditions impacted my dad’s business as an independent custom builder, the slow erosion of our once comfortable lifestyle followed by my parent’s marriage makes sense. This was the era I personally recall noticing shifts beginning.

It’s a tale as old as time: Pressure mounts, coping mechanisms inflate (often in the form of increased substance abuse to numb or distract it away) loved ones object, behaviors alter, conflict arises, the pressure increases ... and the vicious cycle continues. 

All of a sudden, Dad stays gone more, Mom is always frustrated, distractions mount, some years pass and we move forty five minutes away from life as we’d known it. Which did not fix anything.

No kid wants to hear their parents yelling at each other or feel the constant tension of negative energy. I can recall sneaking out of my room and sitting at the top of the stairs some nights, listening intently and feeling a weird mix of dread, but also adrenaline. My own drama trauma seeds of toxicity, beginning to germinate already. Oh man. I’ve never believed in “staying together for the children”. Unhappy people create unhealthy environments, which is never in the best interest of any kids. I wished my parents would separate and get happy all the time, it would have been best for everyone.

Although moving to a whole unfamiliar community, our cool house and equally cool yard was on a block with dozens of other kids to play with. Unfortunately for me, my awkward years were in full swing and fitting in wasn’t going well. Those primarily loving family dynamics I’d begun life with had become overshadowed by increasing stress. Still visiting my first dad, I spent much of my childhood being shuffled between homes, having sleepovers with cousins and extended family, being babysat, out playing, reading books, listening to music and immersed in my Gameboy. I was always surrounded, yet mostly self-isolated to some degree.

I don’t recall feeling lonely at the time. In fact, I valued my solitude so much that I turned into the nastiest big sister imaginable. Impatient and antagonistic no matter what it seemed. I was spoiled individually while gone to my first dad’s, creating an entitled little brat, I certainly was not the same lively and happy child I’d once been. 

Some of the boys on that new street we lived on were deeply cruel to me, which I of course internalized. So I began shutting down, making myself very small and quiet to avoid being targeted. Little did I know, that never works. Instead it served as a beacon above my head, directing every bully my way. 
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