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Dedication

––––––––

For every version of me that came before.

You carried us here.


To the one who is still waiting to be written to.

This is for you.

For anyone who has ever wished they could go back

and tell themselves what they know now.

You can. Start here.

––––––––
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Epigraph

"The unexamined life is not worth living."

— Socrates

A fitting threshold for a book that asks us to turn inward — because the examined life, however uncomfortable, is the only one that leads us home.

"Maybe the journey isn't so much about becoming anything. Maybe it's about un-becoming everything that isn't really you."

— Paulo Coelho

The heart of this entire project: unlearning is not loss. It is return.

"You do not have to be good. You do not have to walk on your knees for a hundred miles through the desert repenting. You only have to let the soft animal of your body love what it loves."

— Mary Oliver, "Wild Geese"

Oliver gives permission where most of us were given conditions — and that permission is the beginning of healing.

"Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate."

— Carl Jung

The psychological anchor for this book: the stories we never examined are the ones running the show.

"Healing is not about becoming who you were before you were hurt. It's about becoming who you were always meant to be."

— Unknown

Because we are not trying to go back. We are trying to go forward — into ourselves.

––––––––
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A Note from James

Dear Fellow Traveler,

I almost didn't write this book.

Not because I lacked the words — the words had been waiting for years, restless and insistent, knocking on the inside of my chest at 2 a.m. I almost didn't write it because I was afraid. Afraid that the younger selves inside me were too raw to be seen. Afraid that putting them on the page would make them more real than I had prepared for.

And then one morning I understood: they were already real. They had always been real. They were the ones quietly steering my choices, shaping my silences, aching in the spaces between the life I was living and the life I secretly longed for. They were not ghosts. They were guides — waiting not for me to forget them, but for me to finally turn around and say: I see you. I'm here. I'm sorry it took so long.

That is what this book is.

It is the letters I wish someone had written to me. And it is an invitation for you to write the letters you wish had been written to you.

If you're holding this book, something in you is ready. Ready to listen. Ready to look back without flinching — or maybe with a little flinching, which is allowed. Ready to take back the parts of yourself you were taught to hide, to apologize for, to abandon.

Some of these letters might sting. Some might make you laugh unexpectedly. Some might open doors you had forgotten you closed — or doors you had been pressing your whole body against, hoping they'd stay shut. That's okay. You are safe here.

I want you to know: I am not writing to you as someone who has it all figured out. I write as someone who has sat in the same dark rooms, carried the same unspeakable things, and slowly — slowly — learned that the way through is not around.

At the end of this journey, I'll invite you to write your own letters. You don't have to be a writer. You don't have to have the right words. You just have to be willing to show up for the younger you who has been waiting, patiently or not so patiently, for exactly this.

Let's begin.

With tenderness and hope,

James
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Introduction
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Why I Write to Her

If you could write a letter to your younger self, what would you say?

I used to hate that question. It showed up in workshops, in magazine features, in the kinds of guided meditations I would abandon halfway through because my chest would tighten and I wouldn't know what to do with what surfaced. I thought it was too sentimental. Too soft. I told myself I wasn't the type to look back.

The truth was, I was terrified of what I'd find.

The letter that started all of this was not written at a desk. It was not composed with intention or care. It arrived the way most important things do — unbidden, in the quiet of an ordinary Tuesday evening, in the middle of a glass of wine I was drinking alone after a day that had felt, for reasons I couldn't name, impossibly heavy.

I had been sitting with an old photograph. In it, I am seven years old. I'm standing in my grandmother's backyard, wearing a yellow dress with a white collar, squinting against the summer sun. My arms are at my sides. My smile is careful — not joyful, careful — the particular smile of a child who has learned to perform happiness for the camera. I remember that dress. I remember that afternoon. I remember how much I wanted to please everyone in that room, and how I had not yet learned that this wanting would become the project of the next twenty years of my life.

Looking at that little girl, something in me cracked open.

I picked up a pen and I wrote: I see you. I'm sorry no one told you that you were already enough.

I wasn't expecting to cry. I wasn't expecting to feel the particular grief of recognizing a child you once were and understanding, finally, everything she was carrying. But I did cry — the kind of crying that feels more like release than sorrow, like something that has been held for a very long time is finally being set down.

That was the first letter. The others followed, slowly, over months. Twenty more. Each one addressed to a different version of myself — the girl who was hurt, the teenager who hid, the young woman who stayed too long in the wrong places, the one who made mistakes she still flinches to name. The self who grieved. The self who performed. The self who was so afraid of her own power that she spent years apologizing for taking up space.

This book is all of those letters. And it is an invitation for you to write yours.

* * *
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On Unbecoming

There is a concept in personal development that I have returned to again and again over the past decade, one that reframes the entire project of growth in a way that feels — finally — true. It is the idea of un-becoming.

Most of us have been taught that growth means becoming more. More disciplined. More successful. More refined, more healed, more together. We spend our lives adding — better habits, better frameworks, better versions of ourselves — as though the person we are trying to become is somewhere in the future, waiting to be constructed.

But what if the work isn't construction? What if it's excavation?

What if, underneath all the layers we've accumulated — the people-pleasing, the armor, the performances we've perfected, the beliefs about ourselves that we absorbed before we were old enough to question them — there is a self that has been there all along? Not a self to build, but a self to return to.

The journey isn't about becoming anything. It's about un-becoming everything that isn't really you.

I have found this to be true in my own life. The most significant moments of growth I've experienced were not the ones where I added something new. They were the ones where I let something go. A story I'd been carrying about being fundamentally flawed. A belief that love was something to be earned. A conviction that my needs were inconvenient, my emotions too much, my dreams naive. These were not truths about me. They were sediment — accumulated over years, slowly obscuring the person I actually was.

Writing these letters was part of that clearing. Each one asked me to go back to the place where a particular layer was laid down — to sit with the younger version of myself who had learned something untrue and necessary in equal measure — and offer her what she needed then and never received: the truth.

* * *
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The Younger Selves Inside Us

One of the more radical ideas in the field of emotional healing is that our younger selves don't simply disappear when we grow up. They remain inside us — encoded in our nervous systems, alive in our patterns, present in the moments when we react to something current with an intensity that belongs to something older.

The inner child isn't a metaphor. It's a way of describing something very real: that the experiences we had before we had language for them, before we had the cognitive capacity to understand them, before anyone helped us process them — those experiences live on. They shape how we attach, how we withdraw, what we believe about our worthiness, how we respond to conflict, what we do with anger, whether we can receive love without flinching.

When you find yourself reacting to your partner's tone of voice with a panic that seems disproportionate, that's not a character flaw. That's a younger part of you responding to a threat it once knew as real.

When you shrink before praise, deflect compliments, feel vaguely uncomfortable with being seen — that's not modesty. That's a younger self who learned that visibility was dangerous.

When you stay too long in situations that aren't good for you, because leaving feels impossible — that's not weakness. That's a younger self who never had the option to leave, and whose nervous system never learned that it could.

The healing work — the deep kind, the kind that actually changes things — often involves going back. Not to change what happened. Not to blame. But to meet those younger selves where they are, to offer them what they needed then and weren't given, to let them know that someone, finally, is paying attention.

That someone is you. Now. It can only ever be you.

* * *
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How This Book Works

This book contains twenty-one letters. They are organized into seven thematic parts: who we were, what we carried, what we did, who we loved, who we were becoming, what we're learning, and — finally — who we are now.

The letters are written in chronological looseness — beginning with the youngest self I know how to reach and moving forward through decades, through wounds and mistakes and loves and griefs, toward the present. But they are not a linear memoir. Each letter stands alone. You can read this book from beginning to end or open it to any page and find yourself somewhere in its middle.

After each letter, there is a short section called Reflection for the Reader. It contains two or three gentle questions — not assignments, not prompts for self-improvement, but invitations. Invitations to sit with your own story, to notice what the letter stirred, to perhaps begin reaching toward your own younger self with a little more curiosity and a little less judgment.

You may find that some letters don't touch you at all, while others stop you mid-sentence in a way that is not comfortable. That's okay. The ones that sting are often the ones that know something. They might be worth sitting with, even when — especially when — you'd rather move on.

At the end of the book, in the conclusion, I'll invite you to write your own letters. I'll offer simple prompts, a quiet ritual, and permission to begin — not beautifully, not perfectly, but honestly.

* * *
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A Note on Vulnerability

Writing these letters was not always comfortable. There were days when I sat with a blank page for an hour before I could find the first sentence, because the first sentence would make it real. There were letters I wanted to soften, to fictionalize, to keep at arm's length. I didn't always succeed in being brave.

There were also days when the words came in a rush — when I could feel the younger self I was writing to so vividly that the letter practically wrote itself, and when finishing it left me feeling lighter in a way I hadn't expected.

Both of those experiences — the resistance and the release — are part of the work. I want to name that here, at the beginning, before you go any further.

Some of these letters may be hard to read. They might touch something in you that you've been managing carefully for a long time. They might open a door you thought was locked. If that happens, please be gentle with yourself. Put the book down if you need to. Take a walk. Call a friend. Come back when you're ready.

Healing isn't something you can rush. It isn't a project with a deadline or a rubric for success. It's a turning toward. A willingness to look at what is there. A practice of offering to yourself — slowly, imperfectly, and over and over again — the compassion that you needed and didn't always get.

You don't have to have it figured out to begin. You just have to be willing.

* * *
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This Book Is Not Only Mine

The letters in these pages are drawn from my life — from real experiences, real memories, real moments of reckoning. I have changed names and details to protect those who appear in them. I have also compressed and composite certain experiences, the way memory tends to do when it is trying to find meaning in the particular texture of a feeling rather than the precise sequence of events.

But more important than the literal accuracy of these letters is what I hope they point toward. I didn't write them only as a record of my own inner child healing journey. I wrote them because I know — from years of writing, from conversations with hundreds of readers, from sitting in rooms with people doing this exact kind of work — that the specific becomes universal. That when someone tells the truth about their particular experience of shame, or grief, or longing, or the moment they first felt not enough — something in the reader recognizes it. Recognizes it not as your story, but as a story that rhymes with theirs.

I am trusting that some of these letters will rhyme with yours.

And I am trusting that once they do, you will know what to write.

* * *
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This book is not only my letters to her.

It's permission for you to write yours.

May you find your way back to yourself.

She's been waiting.

With love,

James

* * *
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Reflection for the Reader

Before you turn the page, take a moment. There's no rush.


If you could write a letter to your younger self right now — before reading a single word further — what would the first sentence be?

What age comes to mind first when you imagine your "younger self"? What is she carrying that you are still carrying now?

What do you most hope to find — or release — in these pages?



You don't have to answer these questions. You don't have to write anything down. You just have to notice what stirs. That noticing is the beginning.

PART ONE

The Foundations — Who We Were
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Letter 1
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To the Little One Learning to Be Small

Dear little one,

I want to start with the kitchen.

You know the one — the one with the yellow curtains and the linoleum floor that had a small bubble near the refrigerator, the kind you'd press with your toe when you were waiting for something and needed somewhere to put your nervous energy. You spent a lot of time in that kitchen. You were five years old, and you were already very good at reading the weather of a room.

That afternoon, you had been drawing at the table. You were in the middle of something important — a horse, I think, with an improbably large mane and tiny stick legs — when the door opened and the feeling changed. You felt it before you understood it, the way you always did, the way your body had already learned to do: a slight tightening in your chest, a quiet alerting, like an antenna going up.

You looked up from your drawing. Your father was home, and he was in the kind of mood that had no name yet, the kind you could feel from twenty feet away. The kind that meant dinner would be too quiet, that your mother's shoulders would rise toward her ears, that laughter — if it came at all — would arrive carefully, testing the water first.

You remember what you did. You set down your crayon. You put your drawing to the side, that half-finished horse with the enormous mane, and you folded your hands in your lap. You made yourself smaller. Not with any conscious intention — you were five, you didn't have the word for any of this — but with something instinctive and true, a child's deep knowing: right now it is safer to take up less space.

That was the first time. Or at least, it's the first time I can find.

But of course, it was never just one time. It was a practice, learned the way all the most important things are learned — not in a single lesson but in accumulated moments, each one too small to name but together forming something like a belief: that your presence, your bigness, your noise, your need — these things were a problem. That love and safety were most reliably found when you made it easier for everyone else by asking for as little as possible.

You were so good at it. That's what breaks my heart, looking back. You were so extraordinarily good at making yourself convenient.

* * *
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I want to tell you what you couldn't understand then.

What was happening in that kitchen — and in all the kitchens and living rooms and car rides that followed — had nothing to do with you. The tension in that room was not caused by your existence. The mood that you spent so much energy trying to manage, to soothe, to preempt — that belonged to other people, and it had been there long before you arrived. You were not the problem. You were never the problem. You were a child, doing what children do when the adults around them are struggling: you were trying to help.

The cruelty of it — and I say this not with blame, but with the plain grief of understanding something too late — is that a child who is very sensitive, very perceptive, very attuned to the emotional temperature of a room will often become the one who tries to regulate it. Because they can feel it. Because feeling it and not doing something about it is unbearable. And so they learn, early and thoroughly, to be small. To be good. To be useful. To make the room easier to be in by making themselves easier to be around.

They learn that love is something you earn by being careful.

You learned that lesson so well it followed you everywhere.

Into school, where you raised your hand only when you were certain, never when you were curious, because being wrong in front of people felt catastrophic in a way you couldn't explain. Into friendships, where you gave and gave and gave and couldn't receive without feeling vaguely guilty for the inconvenience of needing something. Into the years that came after, where you made yourself agreeable, palatable, easy — where you shaped yourself around other people's needs the way water shapes itself around stone — and called it being a good person.

It was survival. I want you to know that. What you did was intelligent and necessary and it kept you safe in the way you needed to be kept safe at five years old in a kitchen with yellow curtains and a bubble in the linoleum floor.

But you are not five anymore. And the room is not that room anymore. And the danger that taught you to fold yourself up — it is not here right now.

* * *
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There is something I've wanted to say to you for a long time.

All those years of smallness — all that careful containing, all those needs set aside on the high shelf, all those times you swallowed what you wanted to say because you were afraid of how it would land — none of it was weakness. Please hear me on this. None of it was weakness. It was ingenuity. It was the best possible solution to an impossible problem that a small child had been handed without any warning or instruction.

You figured out how to survive. You did that. At five years old, with your half-finished horse and your folded hands and your chest quietly tightening, you figured out how to navigate a world that hadn't made room for you, and you did it so completely, so smoothly, so seamlessly, that most people never even knew there was something being sacrificed in the process.

I knew. I know, now. I'm sorry it took me so long to come back for you.

You did what you needed to survive. I am so sorry you had to.

But I need you to hear the rest of it, too. The part that is also true, the part that comes after.

You don't live in that kitchen anymore. The bubble in the linoleum, the yellow curtains, the particular held-breath quality of those afternoons — you don't have to go back there. And the smallness that served you then — the beautiful, terrible, ingenious smallness — you are allowed to set it down. You are allowed to take up space now. You are allowed to be inconvenient, to be loud, to be uncertain and visible and wanting. You are allowed to need things. You are allowed to be, fully, without performing the being.

The world will not end. I promise you. I've checked.

* * *
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I have been learning, slowly, what it feels like to stop folding. Some days I'm better at it than others. There are still moments when I walk into a room and feel the old reflex — that quiet internal tucking-in, that careful scanning for what is needed from me — and I recognize it now for what it is: a five-year-old girl doing the only thing she knew how to do.

When that happens, I try to do what I'm doing right now.

I try to come back. To that kitchen, to that child, to the moment before she learned that she had to make herself small to keep the peace. And I tell her: you are seen. You did good. You carried us here. Now let me carry you for a while.

You don't have to be small anymore, little one.

I've got you now.

––––––––
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With all my love, across all the years between us,

James

* * *
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Reflection for the Reader

Take a breath before you move on. Whatever this letter stirred — notice it. You don't have to do anything with it right now. Just notice.


What is your earliest memory of feeling you needed to be smaller, quieter, or different than you were? What was happening around you? Who was there?




When you imagine that younger version of yourself — in that moment, in that room — what do you notice in your body? Is there something you want to tell her? Something you want her to know?




In what parts of your life today do you still find yourself making yourself small? In which rooms, with which people, does the old reflex still appear?



There are no right answers here. Only honest ones. And you get to decide what to do with them.

PART ONE

The Foundations — Who We Were
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Letter 2
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To the One Who Didn't Know They Were Enough

Dear you — the eight-year-old with the careful eyes,

I remember the exact moment the comparison began.

It was a Tuesday — or maybe a Wednesday, the days blur together, but the quality of the light is clear, that flat grey-white light of a school morning that makes everything feel slightly washed out and provisional. Third grade. Mrs. Alcott's classroom, with its alphabetical border of animals above the whiteboard and the smell of dry-erase markers and someone's grape-scented eraser.

Mrs. Alcott handed back the maths tests. You watched the papers travel down each row, face-down the way teachers did when they wanted to give you a private moment with your result. You flipped yours over. A seventy-one, circled in red, with a small note in the margin: needs more practice. You sat with that for a moment. Then you glanced to your left, where your classmate — Claire, with the neat brown plaits and the pencil case that had her name embossed on it in gold letters — was looking at her own paper with a quiet, unsurprised expression. You leaned slightly, just enough to see the number in the corner.

Ninety-four.

You looked back at your own paper. Seventy-one. The red circle suddenly seemed very large.

That was the first seed. But it was not the last, and it was not even the deepest.

The deeper ones were planted at home, in the off-hand moments that no one intended as lessons but that lodged themselves in you with the precision of something aimed.

There was the evening your cousin came to dinner — the one who was two years older, who already played piano and spoke some French and whose school reports, according to the adults at the table, were extraordinary. You remember sitting very quietly while the grown-ups talked about her in that particular tone: proud, admiring, slightly awed. Nobody said anything unkind to you. Nobody compared you out loud. But you felt, with the whole-body understanding that children have before language catches up, that you were on the wrong side of a very clear distinction.

She was the kind of child who was enough. You were still figuring out how to become that.

There was also the thing your father said once, that I don't think he remembers saying, and that I'm certain he didn't mean the way you heard it. You had shown him something you'd made — a story, I think, three pages in your best handwriting with a drawing on the cover — and he had looked at it with the distracted attention of a person whose mind was somewhere else entirely, and said: that's nice, but wouldn't it be better if—

He finished the sentence. You heard the first four words.

Wouldn't it be better.

Those four words became a compass, except they pointed in the wrong direction. Instead of north, they pointed inward — toward an unspecified inadequacy, a gap between what you were and what you ought to be, a space that seemed to need filling but that you couldn't quite locate or measure or fix.

You spent a long time trying to fill it anyway.

* * *
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Here is what eight years old cannot possibly understand, but thirty-eight — or forty-eight, or fifty-eight — can finally see clearly:

The not-enoughness was never about you.

It was about a world that measures children by narrow metrics and calls that measurement objective. It was about adults who were themselves carrying their own inherited not-enoughness, passing it forward the only way we pass things we haven't examined — unconsciously, in small moments, in throwaway comments, in the particular way we look at a child's offering and see first what is missing rather than what is there.

It was about a classroom that ranked you against Claire and called that education. It was about a dinner table that celebrated your cousin and didn't know it was also, quietly, teaching you to compare. It was about a father who loved you imperfectly, the way all of us love — with our own blind spots casting shadows we can't see.

None of it was a verdict on you. It only felt that way because you were eight, and eight doesn't yet have access to context.

But here's the thing about a seed planted early: it doesn't need tending to grow. It grows anyway, in the dark, and by the time you notice what's taken root, it's been there so long it feels like part of the landscape. It feels like truth.

The not-enoughness became the water you swam in. The invisible assumption underneath every effort, every achievement, every relationship: that you were starting from a deficit. That others were beginning from solid ground and you from somewhere softer, less stable, requiring more work just to reach the baseline.

You tried everything to close that gap.

You tried achievement — not the joyful, curious kind, but the driven kind, the kind that is always watching over its own shoulder, never quite satisfied because satisfaction might mean stopping and stopping might mean the gap reopens. You tried perfectionism, which is just not-enoughness with a work ethic. You tried making yourself useful, indispensable, easy — giving people reasons to keep you around that didn't rely on the unsettling risk of simply being wanted for who you were.

None of it worked. Not sustainably. Because you cannot fill a hole with accomplishments if the hole isn't actually there.

* * *
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I want to tell you something, and I need you to let it in past the part of you that is already preparing to argue with me, to find the exception, to say yes, but.

You were enough then. Exactly as you were, in that classroom with your seventy-one and your grape-scented eraser and your unfinished sense of yourself. You were enough at the dinner table when your cousin's French and piano filled the room and you sat quietly on the other side of the comparison. You were enough when your father looked at your story and said wouldn't it be better — your story was enough, and you were enough, and his distraction was his own limitation, not your deficit.

You have always been enough.

I know that sentence can feel like a greeting card, like something people say because it sounds kind rather than because it's true. I know you've heard it before, possibly, and it slid off the surface of you because the not-enoughness runs deeper than a sentence can reach.

But I'm not saying it to comfort you. I'm saying it because I have spent years looking for the evidence that you weren't — and I couldn't find it. The deficit I was so certain of, so intimately familiar with, the gap I spent decades trying to close: it wasn't there. It was never there. It was a story, told to me in small accumulated moments by people who were themselves lost inside the same story.

The work — and I won't pretend this is easy, because it isn't — is not to become enough. It's to unlearn the belief that you weren't.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
LETTERS TO MY
YOUNGER SELF

JAMES HOLLIS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





