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For the little girl inside of me, praying for her life to change.

We did it.





Introduction





It seems fitting that the week I was approached to write this book was also the week I had one of my biggest meltdowns in the last two years of navigating new motherhood.

After a month of overwhelming obligations – two Sydney trips for weddings (with my toddler in tow both times), gastro from first said trip wiping out our household for a week, paid work that still needed to be done, dishes that still needed washing, a dog that seizured after we promised our pet-sitter he wouldn’t (sorry Tia!) and finally, the grand crescendo, a pairing of threadworms and fevers for my little girl after our second Sydney trip – it’s really no wonder I found myself hyperventilating into the phone at 1.30am, asking my mum to help me find my centre again; because… where the fuck did she go? Where did I go?

My initiation into motherhood is really summed up in that question: where did I go?

It seems that even those of us who know better don’t necessarily do better.

I wrote my first book on people-pleasing and putting yourself first during one of the happiest, easiest times of my life. Heck, I gloat about it in the book. How aligned I felt. How in-flow life was. How easily everything came to me. And it’s still true – everything I shared in that book, every lesson I learned, every activity I shared – I stand by it all. I was a different version of myself when I wrote those words.

But the Hollie writing this book today is far from the Hollie who wrote that first book only three years ago. I’ve changed. And that is the only real constant in life. (Well, that and death, but let’s ease into things, shall we?)

It’s taken a whole lot of forgetting who I am, forging new identities and saying yes to myself in entirely new, deep and unfathomable ways to land here, writing this today.

Decisions I thought I’d never have to make. Relationships I thought I’d never have to end. Masks I thought I’d never take off. All crumbling around me, leaving behind a raw, vulnerable and authentic truth standing in the ruins of who I was, not yet fully embodied in who I will become. And somehow, for all the rubble, feeling better, lighter and so much shinier.

This is a book about saying yes to you, no matter the season of life you are navigating. Because here’s the thing: life will life (you can quote me on that). And there will be times when it feels absolutely impossible to ‘put yourself first’. I hear you. So when we find ourselves in these moments, instead of putting ourselves first, how can we simply say YES to ourselves more?

Even with the dishes piling in the sink and the work still needing to be done after a full day of mothering a sick toddler – how can we say yes to ourselves?

Even with the two interstate weddings back-to-back, the social obligations and financial strain – how can we say yes to ourselves?

Even when our thyroid is inflamed, our nervous system is maxed out and our birth trauma is birth-trauma-ing – how can we say yes to ourselves?

These are all questions I continue to ask myself, standing on the other side of the greatest initiation of my life. The ego deaths, the identity crumblings, the doing of things I’d sworn I’d ‘never do’… I’ve been left with more questions than answers. I’ve felt immense shame at the judgements I once held against other people when I found myself right there in their shoes for the first time ever. Suddenly every ‘truth’ I’d ever known became more fiction than fact, leaving a trail of blurry lines and uncertainty behind me.

But despite all of the unknowns, what I know for certain? This isn’t failure.

THIS is where growth lives. THIS is where truth lives. THIS is the raw and vulnerable thread that leads us right to the heart of it.

So, how do we make sense of it all? How do we finally say YES to ourselves – our lives, our dreams, our biggest, truest visions?

First, it’s time to peel back the layers of identity to what lies beneath. To remember – or perhaps discover for the first time ever – who we really, truly are. Because once we are clearer on this, clarity forms in all areas of our lives. We start to understand what it actually means to say yes to ourselves – because we understand what it means to truly BE ourselves.

From that place, we can start to slow down. Tune in. Reclaim who we are at our core; our deepest of truths, our boldest of dreams.

And from this place – we shine.

I can confidently say I have found my shine.

You can shine too, friend.

Let’s hold hands and do it together.

Love, Hollie




SECTION 1 Say Yes (to You)







CHAPTER 1 Will the Real Hollie Please Stand Up?





I have an apology to make. It’s one I have consistently made over the past two years; however, this is one I want printed in ink for all of you to read – perhaps over and over again, if you really need to hear it. This is an apology to all of the mothers who have walked before me who I didn’t fully recognise until I became one myself.

I am sorry. I am so, so sorry.

I am sorry I didn’t understand until I went through my own experience of becoming.

I am sorry I didn’t advocate for you in my maidenhood. That I didn’t cook for you, offer to clean, that I didn’t just spend time with you doing a whole lot of nothing when the space in my life afforded me that opportunity.

I’m sorry I didn’t understand the depths of all you navigated to become who you now are. I’m sorry I didn’t get it. I’m sorry that I didn’t know any different or any better. I am so sorry.

I find myself in moments of deep cringe when I reflect on the person I was when I wrote my first book. Perhaps cringe is too harsh a word. I have so much love for that version of me, don’t get me wrong, but my gosh, the naivety! I don’t think there’s necessarily any way around it – the pure-hearted innocence that lives on the side before the ‘unknown’ – however, I will repeat it until I run out of breath: I am sorry. I am so sorry.

I think every mother can understand why I’m apologising, but maybe you’re not a mother and maybe you never will be, and that’s okay. This isn’t a book about motherhood; it’s a book about identity. Judgement. Ego death. Crumbling. All to find yourself again.

The point is that I am not who I was when I wrote my first book. And I’m not apologising for that version of me – far from it – but I feel it is only right to apologise for my blind spots. For the grand sweeping statements and assumptions that were only relevant to those in a similar position to me. For the spaces I didn’t fill due to my unknowing.

I write this book a completely new version of myself. And not really from my own choosing, but due to the enormity of becoming a mother. Perhaps you are also navigating a different great life transition. Leaving a job that defined your sense of self for the longest time. Stepping into the truth of your sexual identity. Ending or beginning a new, deep, exciting and perhaps scary love story. Grieving the passing of a loved one. Discovering a relationship with spirituality. Eating meat for the first time in 20 years (I see you!). Whatever your ‘big life’ thing is, there is something incredibly powerful that lies on the other side of a mass crumbling. A huge becoming; a realisation of who you once were, and who you are now.

That’s the thing about life – we aren’t supposed to remain the same. Change is a huge point of fear for so many of us. But something we tend to forget is the liberation that lies on the other side of change. The freedom that change affords us. Those of us who cling desperately to fixed sameness, to never unravelling, to always remaining unchanged, are forever lost in ruminating nostalgia, living purely in the space of ‘what was’, repeating the same stories of better times gone by, ignoring the expanse of life right here in the present moment.

Or maybe you’re on the flip side, shooting forth in your mind of ‘what could be’. Which is absolutely okay as long as you’re not just living in the space of your mind. Because without any solid change – without the identity crumbles, without the ego deaths, without the questioning of your own truths, of what makes you, you – will anything really change?

What I’m trying to say is without change, we cannot grow. Or even deeper than that: without change, we cannot live. Not fully. Not truly. Not madly, and absolutely not deeply. (And yes, I will happily stand with you on mountains and bathe with you in seas.)

The challenge is that mass life change likely comes with a side of upheaval. And who in their right mind is running towards that? I know I wasn’t when my world came crumbling down. It’s not something we actively seek out. But when it happens, rather than running from the fear of it all, we must try to lean into the experience, and rise from the ashes that have burned everything away, if we want to be more of who we are. We can use the flames as our ally, and walk as the alchemist of our own lives, knowing that, no matter what comes, no matter what part of us falls away, we will come out as more of who we truly are.

That is a life I want to live.



If you have read my first book, The People Pleaser’s Guide to Putting Yourself First, you will know that I wrote that book during one of the happiest times of my life. I was experiencing a healthy, vibrant pregnancy with my first child, and writing my first book at the same time. We had recently made the move to our dream location in the countryside after 30+ years of city living, and honestly, if I shared a montage of that time, it would be set to ‘Little Life’ by Holly Storey, that soothing, soulful soundtrack everyone’s frothing about on TikTok at the moment. Life felt simple and magic, and it was an easy space for me to sit and write about putting yourself first. That’s not to dilute the hard work of that time too; however, the great irony of writing a book is that your work doesn’t end once the words are written. Far from it. To be fully embodied in what you are teaching – at least as a non-fiction writer – life likes to hand you lessons to encourage you to step up to the plate. Practise what you preach. Walk the talk.

During that time, I had to make some big changes. I had some really touchy conversations with loved ones, and put boundaries in place I’d never wanted to before, all for the sake of embodying what I had written in my first book. I even had a friendship totally break down. It was hard. Uncomfortable. And also – incredibly expansive.

By the time my first book hit the shelves, my little girl was already celebrating her first birthday (such are the timelines of publishing!). So while everyone was reading about this spectacular time in my life, the truth is, only one year down the track, I was broken.

And that’s putting it lightly.

My motherhood initiation was not an easy one.

A 47-hour posterior labour that saw me projectile vomiting nonstop, pumped with drips of saline, and ending with an epidural, my legs in stirrups, an episiotomy and forceps pulling my little girl from me while an emergency nurse from the NICU was on stand-by (and no hospital visitors because #Covid) followed by months on end of undetected low milk supply (because no one could visit because #Covid), navigating the Northern Rivers floods with a three-month-old, and then one of our best friends having a terrible accident that left him in a coma, and us not knowing if he would ever wake up…

Let’s just say that life really got me in that first year of motherhood.

The picturesque hinterland drives were suddenly a source of anxiety preventing me from even leaving my driveway, lest my car-averse baby start screaming; my thriving, miraculous body was ‘failing’ me, my baby and my dreams to breastfeed her; and my chosen home environment had me isolated from any consistent support by way of friends and family at a time when I’d never needed help more in my life.

When people would tell me to ‘enjoy the newborn bubble’, I wanted to scream. When people told me the baby days went by so fast and to enjoy their sleepy cuddles, I was baffled. The days couldn’t have been going slower. And what sleep? My baby was so hungry that there were multiple days in those first few weeks when I had her attached to my breasts for 18 hours a day. That’s not writer’s licence to exaggerate either; she would suckle constantly, and I would only move to pee. There was one particular night when we watched the sun set and rise again from the same spot in our bed, without either of us getting one minute of sleep.

It was the perfect storm. And only now – two years after the fact – can I look back on that time and see it for what it was: the greatest initiation of my life.

For months after my little girl’s birth, I would catch my reflection in the mirror and genuinely not recognise who was staring back. There were moments in my highly distressed and sleep-deprived state that I actually wondered if this was a secret mothers kept; that after birth, your entire face changed. Not only did I not feel like myself, but I didn’t look like myself either. I was staring at a total stranger. And in my ear, I had everyone telling me to ‘enjoy this time’ – and so the guilt I felt for not was overwhelming.

When my little girl was born, I didn’t cry. I was relieved she was here, absolutely. In my wired state, I pulled up her birth chart to see her astrological signs while the doctor was stitching me up (20 stitches, in and out). (Sag Sun, Sag Moon, Libra Rising, by the way. I even joked about Scorpios with my obstetrician while he stitched me up because she had a Scorpio placement and – lo and behold – he was one.)

But I didn’t feel that instant connection. The only instant pull I felt was: fuck, I need to keep this child alive. And at that point, I didn’t even know how to keep myself alive.

Things got worse. That first year of motherhood was the darkest time of my life. And while I hold no shame in writing that, I do hold grief – I am crying as I write these words. I am saddened that our transition as a family was filled with such challenge, such turmoil. I am still affected when I hear of the joyous motherhood initiations that friends and strangers alike have experienced; even while I am happy for them, I feel acutely the unfairness that mine was plagued with such distress, such deep trauma, amounting to complex PTSD and a very real fear of ever having another child. Why did it go this way for us?

In owning the truth of this part of my journey, I really hope to alleviate the pressure any other person is placing on themselves for not experiencing the perfect initiation. Just because society tells you to ‘enjoy this time’ doesn’t mean you have to, or that you’re ‘wrong’ if you don’t. I’ve always been the kind of person to reply honestly when someone asks how I am. If I’m having a shit time, I’ll say, ‘Yeah, I’m having a shit time.’ It takes people aback. People aren’t used to that level of directness, especially when it comes to our feelings. But I’m not one to slap a bumper sticker on the truth of my lived experiences.

And the truth is that first year of motherhood was the hardest year of my life. I hated most days of that year.

Our lives are a direct reflection of the truths we tell ourselves. If you tell yourself you’re fine when you’re feeling lost, confused, frustrated or angry, then you are telling yourself your very real, very human feelings are not valid. That you aren’t allowed to feel because what would that mean? This is actually something so terrifying for so many of us. It feels far safer to dilute our feelings, to run from them, to not let them in. This is why so many of us live with closed hearts, why avoidant-attachment is a very real love language, why we find ourselves apologising for our moods and tears and why the thought of diving deep into any substantial therapy or healing feels ‘too much’.

To feel deeply is absolutely terrifying. It requires a level of self-reflection and honesty that most people will walk their entire lives in the opposite direction to avoid.

But this is also what makes us human. Our capacity to feel deeply. To cry, to crumble, to feel so angry we might burst, to feel so much joy our cheeks hurt, to laugh to the point of peeing our pants, to jump for joy so hard at a Taylor Swift concert that you pee your pants (the peeing-pants thing is more common for me these days).

We are at a time where technological and artificial intelligence is surpassing our own. One of the key qualities that will never be replaced is our capacity to feel.

If we turn that off? Well, we might as well be robots.

I want to share a little poem I wrote when I was 13. I am literally opening the pages of my teenage journal for you all here, so please – go kindly. The poem is called ‘Pretend’.


What happened to me?

You’re so happy, do you ever cry?

They always say,

Do they know how it feels

To pretend

To want to be someone else

Week after week

To dread the school bell to ring at the end of the day

No, they don’t know what it’s like

To cry every day

To come to school looking happy

But on the inside…

No one else is like that

Just me

They don’t know what it’s like

To pretend



If I could sit down with this version of me, today (and chances are, I will be doing this in some capacity ten years from now with my little mini-me) I would tell her this:


You are allowed to feel whatever you are feeling. I do not judge you for what you are feeling. You are safe to feel these things. You are safe to share openly what you are feeling. And please don’t feel like you have to do this by yourself. There are so many people who love you, and want to help you. But you have to let them in. Pretending everything is okay is not the answer. In fact, that will deepen your wounds, your traumas, your challenges – making for more inner work later.

These feelings don’t go anywhere. Our body stores them until the right moment arrives to move them through. Or perhaps when our body simply cannot hold anymore. Don’t hold these feelings in. Share them with someone you trust. Find methods that feel safe. Move them through. Please, move them through.



During my first year of motherhood, I experienced compound trauma as a direct result of the accumulated traumas – and the associated feelings of these traumas – that I had not allowed myself to feel, dating back more than 20 years. Unbeknownst to me at the time I wrote the poem (I was 13, after all), every experience over the coming 20 years that I didn’t admit to, share with someone or allow myself to express (because pretending I was happy and okay was far easier) was piling up. Then my motherhood transition created just enough space for a grand crescendo of rage, anger, fury, sadness and grief. A tidal wave of unprocessed traumas.

But let’s go back a bit. What even is trauma? And how do we know if we have our own traumas stored in our bodies?

I sat down with Eleanor Danks, somatic therapist and sexual violence survivor, to discuss exactly what trauma is, and how we can navigate it when it becomes compounded, or complex.


Trauma occurs when we experience a state of emotional distress to a degree that overwhelms our capacity to cope with and digest it. Included in this experience is usually also a real or perceived sense of helplessness, an inability to find a way out of it. The result of this is that an imprint of that distress – and the pain, helplessness and terror within it – continues to live inside us, and when triggered, that distress replays as if it is happening all over again in the present moment.

There is no limit as to what an event or experience that results in trauma can look like. These experiences can be individual, relational, systemic or collective. They can happen directly to us or they can be something we witness happen to someone else. They can be experiences that are passed down through generations of family lines. What defines a traumatic experience and subsequent trauma is not the parameters of the event/s, but the distress that we experience as a result of it.

… the amount and severity of trauma that each of us have experienced differs greatly, as well as how deeply and what ways it continues to affect our life now. For some, trauma will only affect us in very small and inconsequential ways. For others, the effects of trauma will be absolutely life-altering, devastating and widespread through all areas of our life.



The term ‘complex trauma’ was first coined by Dr Judith Lewis Herman and refers to a series of traumatic events that take place over a long period of time. Over years and years, unprocessed trauma upon unprocessed trauma piles on top of one another, building to a point where the enormity can no longer be held. Cue tidal wave. This can look like a torrent of unprocessed emotion being felt all at once (hello, deep-seated rage, nice to meet you) or, in many cases (myself included), a complete and utter breakdown.

Eleanor explains:


Trauma can become ‘complex’ in two main ways. The first is when we experience trauma that continues over a long period of time, for example an abusive relationship or an ongoing debilitating illness. The second is when we experience trauma later in life that re-triggers an earlier trauma (most typically from our childhood).

In both of these examples, what makes the trauma ‘complex’ is that multiple traumas become compounded upon and intertwined with one another. In addition to this, it can also mean that other events that would not have otherwise been traumatic become so, due either to our capacity being overwhelmed more easily during a period of time, or because they become intertwined with the main traumatic experiences.

Complex trauma can be a severely debilitating and confusing experience, and it can make the effects of each trauma significantly greater than if they had happened in isolation. It also often results in the person losing their sense of self as well as their sense of trust in the world.



It was a few months into new motherhood when I realised something was wrong. I could no longer put what I was feeling down to sleep deprivation alone. I was angry. All the time. So angry that I was scared of what I would do with it. I’d never had that feeling before – like the rage needed somewhere to go – and being a stay-at-home mother, I had no outlet to move it through. I cried. A lot. More than I ever had before. My husband, Trent, was on shift work and we didn’t have any help close by, so I spent hours upon hours on my own just sobbing, deep guttural wails.

I was isolated. I was alone. I was in deep pain, deep trauma and frightening levels of grief. The pain was like I was grieving someone who had died, yet no one had. I had just birthed new life, yet I’d never experienced such grief.

It got to a point where one day, while my little girl was asleep, I found myself in such a state of overwhelming anger that I threw one of her bottles against the wall. I’d never thrown anything in anger before in my life. I had vowed to never be one of those parents. And there I was, only a few months in, right in their shoes. It was the wake-up call I needed.

I promptly booked myself into a therapist, who very quickly recognised that I was experiencing a cumulation of complex trauma, compound PTSD and postnatal depression.

No wonder I felt so shit.



I don’t do things in halves. I verge on addictive behaviour when it comes to my own personal development work and healing. Oftentimes, I go overboard. It gives me something to focus on in times of deep upheaval – and during this time, I was taking whatever I could get.

One of the biggest knots I was untangling was the uprooting of every identifier I had once leaned on. The ways I had labelled myself were suddenly no longer there.

I used to pride myself on being the ‘six-figure business owner’ – and now I couldn’t even work one 45-minute session a week.

I thrived on my nine-hour sleeps – and now I’d be lucky to get two uninterrupted hours at a time.

I lived for my luxurious morning routines of journalling, card pulls and music – and now I didn’t even want to write.

Every single minute piece of me fell away. Every point of joy I’d once held close. Every label I’d worn as a badge of honour. All of it burned away.

I wasn’t the business owner anymore.

I wasn’t making money anymore.

I wasn’t a joyful, magnetic woman anymore.

I wasn’t a healthy, vibrant, positive, glass-half-full woman anymore.

I wasn’t a happy woman anymore.

It didn’t make sense. I had the dream home. I had the healthy baby. I had the book deal. I had a beautiful, loving and hands-on husband supporting me.

And none of it mattered. None of it was enough.

Because I didn’t know who I was anymore.

Because I didn’t have me.




CHAPTER 2 Who Am I?





Take a moment to pull up your Instagram. If you don’t use Instagram, then another social media platform that requires some form of bio is fine.

Go straight to your profile and have a read of the words listed under your name. Your bio. How do you describe yourself?

Are you someone who lists the names of your kids, or that of your partner, followed by a love heart emoji? (Cute!)

Are you more inclined to share your job title (or titles) and what you do in exchange for money?

Maybe you’ve listed your Sun, Moon and Rising, your human design profile or your favourite Bible verse?

Your bio tells me everything I need to know about how you see yourself – or perhaps, more importantly, how you want others to see you.

Now, imagine that whatever you have listed in your bio no longer exists (heavy, I know, but bear with me). What is left? Who are you when what you define yourself by is taken away?

This is where I found myself.

I had NFI who I was anymore, and no clue where to even start looking. It was like a giant life-size Where’s Hollie? and I was the one I was looking for. Nothing made sense. Life as I knew it was over, which sounds dramatic, but is truly how I felt. I had no choice but to live anew. I could avoid the reality that was before me – that I could no longer live
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