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What People Are Saying About 
The Howl of The Whisper

“This is not another ‘self-help’ book. This is a guide to finding your authentic self and using your inherent strengths to forge a powerful future.”

David Cook, CEO
Learning Ecosystems Design LLC

“This book reads like a conversation with a dear friend. MaryAnn takes you through her personal journey to authenticity in a way that is relatable and eminently relevant. This book will become a must read for my own clients as they learn their strengths and make proactive decisions to improve their lives!”

Carla Nye, DNP, CPNP-PC, CNE, CHSE, Nursing Professor, Healthcare Leadership Consultant, 
Gallup® Certified Strengths Coach

“This book is a refreshing, insightful, and incredibly accessible guide to discovering your true strengths and unlocking the power of your authentic voice. Written in everyday language that’s easy to understand and impossible to put down, it feels like a conversation with a wise friend who truly gets you. Whether you’re just starting out on your personal growth journey or looking to reconnect with your inner purpose, this book offers practical tools, relatable stories, and an empowering message that stays with you long after the last page. An absolute must-read for anyone ready to show up as their real self and thrive because of it. It’s also a great resource for businesses—large and small—seeking to cultivate authenticity, engagement, and true leadership within their teams.”

Jeffrey W. Crowe, TMP
Director; Kentucky Experiences
Heaven Hill Distillery

“The Howl of the Whisper is a powerful, heart-opening journey into the voice that holds so many of us back—our inner critic. If you’ve ever wrestled with self-doubt, shame, or the weight of your past, this book offers more than hope—it offers a way through.

“With striking vulnerability, the author brings her own inner critic into the light, not just to share her story, but to show you how to rewrite your own. Her honesty is disarming, her storytelling deeply relatable, and her insights boldly life-changing.

This is the kind of book that doesn’t just inspire—it stays with you. It calls you forward, invites you to take up space, and reminds you that you are so much more than the voice that tells you to play small.”

Sara E. Harvey

Founder & CEO, innertelligence Coaching

Chopra Center® Certified Meditation & Mind-Body Health Instructor

Gallup® Advanced Certified Strengths Coach
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FIRST EDITION


For Kyle, John Paul, and Annemarie—

You’ve inspired me from your very first day.

I am humbled to have been chosen to be your mother.


Foreword

It is an honor and a privilege to write this foreword for a book authored by someone who has been both a trusted friend and an unwavering guide in my professional and personal journey. Over the years, she has worn many hats in my life—career coach, mentor, and at times, a therapist of sorts. She has an extraordinary ability to see beyond the surface, helping me uncover my greatest strengths and realize potential I often overlooked. When leadership challenges arose or opportunities seemed daunting, she became my “go-to” resource, coaching me through with wisdom, compassion, and the very same exercises you will find within these pages.

Her story, woven throughout this book, is as raw as it is inspiring. It invites us to confront one of life’s toughest adversaries—the inner critic. That voice, so often disguised as logic or caution, can hold us back from the success and fulfillment we deserve. This book challenges us to meet that critic head-on with honesty and courage, because real transformation only happens when we dare to do the deep, authentic work.

One of her most powerful reminders appears within these chapters: “Your authentic voice is your greatest, most powerful tool for calming your inner critic. Why? Because Authentic You came first.” Those words resonate deeply because they speak to a truth many of us forget—that before doubt, before fear, before the noise of the world, there was our truest self. Reclaiming that self is not a passive process. It demands perseverance, reflection, and a commitment to showing up as we are—fully and unapologetically.

I speak from experience when I say that these lessons are not theoretical—they are transformative. I have had the privilege of serving in two major leadership capacities. For 10 years, I served as President and CEO of Shelby County, KY Tourism, where I led major public relations, marketing, and advocacy efforts that grew tourism revenues by an incredible 1,800%. Today, I serve as Executive Vice President of the Kentucky Derby Museum, where I have co-led the organization for over five years, driving an impressive 38% increase in gross revenues. These roles have been deeply rewarding, but they have also required continuous self-awareness and growth. The principles in this book mirror the very work I’ve relied on to navigate challenges, lead with authenticity, and foster meaningful impact.

And that is why I believe this book is for everyone. Whether you are a college student preparing to launch your career, a young professional striving to establish yourself, a seasoned leader managing complex responsibilities, or someone approaching retirement and reflecting on your legacy—there is something here for you. We all have strengths to embrace, blind spots to confront, and inner critics to quiet. This book provides a fresh, practical approach to becoming self-aware so that you can lead your life—not just your career—with clarity and authenticity.

This is not simply a guide; it is a companion for anyone ready to silence “Patsy,” as the author aptly named her own inner critic, and embrace the life that awaits when authenticity takes the lead. If you approach these pages with openness and honesty, the work you do here has the power to change not only how you lead but also how you live.

I am grateful to call the author a friend, a coach, and a source of enduring wisdom. It is my hope that her words will inspire you as profoundly as they have inspired me.

—Katie Fussenegger, CTA, CTIS, TMP, Executive Vice President, Kentucky Derby Museum


Introduction

There’s a voice that resides deep within each of us. It’s the voice of our true, authentic self that urges us to think, play, act, create, do, and just be all we’re designed to be with joyful abandon. Some hear it early and clearly and follow it unashamedly all their life.

For the rest of us, the way we were created, the way that feels closest to our own heart, soul, mind, and body became “not good enough” somewhere along the way. Our authentic self was “wrong” somehow, and we felt like everyone else already knew it.

Can you relate? If I had to guess, I’d say you picked up this book because of your story of living life on other people’s terms by rules and conditions you didn’t set up to satisfy someone else’s agenda. Little by little, your inner critic took control of your life, and you’ve long ignored the whisperings of your soul—your authentic self, yearning to howl in a fearless, joyful, unstifled, glorious voice.

Maybe you feel the stirrings of your soul rising, and that persistent whisper is growing... Well, bravo to you. It’s no accident you’re reading this book. You’re at the precipice of discovering, embracing, and elevating your genuine voice from a faint whisper to a heroic howl. You’re recognizing your authentic voice and honoring it by paying attention, and it brought you here. Others may be searching for your whisper, or you could be at the precipice of unleashing your howl.

No matter where you are on your journey, you’re on the right path, my courageous friend, because you’re stepping out. You’re exactly where you need to be. Not too early. Not too late. Most definitely, not too late. I worried about that, too. Had I wasted too much time? Had I missed my chance? Well, no. And no.

But I’ve been where you may be now. In my late 40s, I had no hobbies and was strained under a mountain of pain and self-loathing. After devoting myself to being a mother and military wife for decades, building my nonprofit career in the background, I felt called to do more with my life and had no idea where to start. My future seemed foggy and just out of reach. Until I found what was missing, and it was there all along.

By simply being intentional about using my strengths, my life transformed. I went from a compliant army wife to a fierce momma bear and from a behind-the-scenes nonprofit executive to a face of the brand business owner. And I returned to my childhood pursuit of acting. These shifts invited my authentic self to emerge and, in turn, empowered me to begin calming my inner critic.

I’m still on the journey, but my transformation was so profound, I eventually left the 9-to-5 job model, became a certified Gallup® Strengths Coach, and opened AuthenticA®, a coaching & consulting firm. I later earned my Advanced Strengths Coaching certification. Today, I speak, coach, consult, and write to empower others to derive joy and confidence from the same strengths-based approach that redefined my life. To see my clients (you’ll meet some of them in this book) find their missing ingredient and infuse it into their lives energizes me every day.

The Missing Ingredient—Authentic You

On my self-improvement journey, I read LOTS of self-help books. Maybe you have, too. At any given time, my nightstand would be stacked with at least a dozen books, leaning like the tower of Pisa that I prayed would give me the answers I so desperately sought. I often doubted if I was even asking the right questions. After disappointing outcome after disappointing outcome, I realized I must be using the self-help books all wrong. I tried to follow them exactly according to the prescribed steps spelled out on the pages, but they never worked for me. Something was wrong with... me, I surmised.

With the help of my CliftonStrengths® report, I realized there were two flaws in my approach. Firstly, I was trying to extract answers from every book I read that would be specific to my “why” questions. Secondly, the remedies offered felt misaligned, inauthentic. But why wouldn’t they? They all had one thing in common. They left out the most important part of the equation. Me. I was trying to mold myself into someone else’s cookie-cutter solution or method.

When you believe that you don’t have control over your choices and doubt that what you want counts as legitimate success, you’re constantly looking outward for direction. I felt like I was following the GPS coordinates to someone else’s house, hoping I’d reach my home. It didn’t work. I always ended up with the band-aids falling off my wounds and feeling lost, confused, and that I failed—again.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying we can’t learn from others. We’re meant to do that, and I hope you’ll learn from the mistakes I write about in this book. But there’s a very important distinction you must remember: No one is more qualified on the subject of you than you. Combine that with a coach or mentor who can empower you through your natural strengths, and you’ll arrive at your destination: calm, confidence, and success—the joy and peace of being at home in your own skin.

Oh, you can fake it by borrowing from someone else’s success story, but that will always feel artificial. You know what happened every time I tried to mimic a guru’s success plan? It was a façade. The rocks were loose under my feet. After a while, I’d lose my footing and slide back down the mountain. Sound familiar? Yours could be crumbling now. You’re losing your footing. Those sharp rocks are painful, and not being yourself is exhausting. So, maybe, just maybe, you’ve gone about self-development all wrong before, as I did. Until I found the missing ingredient, my authentic God-given self, “Authentic You,” as I like to call it.

Before you read any further, I must warn you… Trading being held hostage to the tyranny of your inner critic for living a life of fearless authenticity is only for those truly ready, those who have really had enough of the status quo, and are committed to ending patterns of behavior that repeat in an ongoing, suffocating cycle. For readers brave enough to move forward, this path leads away from figuring out what’s “wrong” with you, ignoring your intuition’s whispers in favor of what’s popular, and trying to be someone you’re not. This trajectory leads to building the fortitude to silence the inner critic, living a purpose-filled life of self-leadership, and unleashing the joyful howl of Authentic You.

What This Book Is About

I share a lot of personal stories, like the origins of my inner critic that helped me survive foster care, being molested, and anorexia, and how I grew to be a judgmental, perfectionist Army wife, afraid to be revealed as a fraud. I take you through losing my voice as a child and finally hearing it again when my teenage daughter was critically ill. As you read about my life, notice what’s similar or different in your experiences, how they might’ve shaped you, and what strategies may work best for you.

The notions of an inner voice with a “whisper” and a “howl” are metaphorical and invite you to interpret their meaning for yourself. This book has many metaphors and comparisons, so you can fill in your blanks. Rather than trying to address every possible variable of how the inner critic pops up in daily life, I provide rich illustrations onto which you can write your truth. For example, in Chapter 4, I compare the battle with the inner critic to a war. Each reader may relate the wartime metaphors to their own parallel experiences, which may differ widely.

The art of this book is balanced by the specifics of its solutions. To make a genuine resolution and begin anew, I’ll show you how to use everything that’s right about you to stand up to the bully inside your head. You can design the rest of your life based upon trusting in how the One who designed you with all of the amazing talents, strengths, and courage you possess. Fortunately, instead of guessing what your unique qualities are, you can take the Gallup® CliftonStrengths® Assessment, like I did, and make progress as fast as clicking your heels and repeating, “There’s no place like home.” Learning your strengths is like coming home to yourself. I was homesick in ways I didn’t even realize.

At the end of each chapter, you’ll be reminded to visit the back of the book to the guided exercise section called Pause and Practice. There, you’ll have the gift of space to consider what you’re discovering about your true self, reflect on where you’ve been, and take small and meaningful steps forward. Each chapter’s exercises provide you with the insights and action steps necessary to identify the path that best suits you. I invite you to come along with me and lay the foundation, so you’ll recognize your strengths, not just to survive but to thrive again and again.

Although taking the Gallup® CliftonStrengths® Assessment isn’t required to benefit from this book, I’m including the website address for it. Everyone should know their natural strengths. And you especially should because in this book I’m going to teach you how to put them to work for you and your goals and dreams. It’s a low-cost, simple assessment that takes no more than thirty minutes to complete. Your results will be delivered to your email, with resources to help you discover Authentic You. I don’t gain from your purchase, but you will.

Select the CliftonStrengths Top 5 Assessment at https://store.gallup.com

Now, grab a pen, a highlighter, or both. This book’s meant to be underlined, notes written in the margins, and dog-eared. This isn’t a book you loan to a friend. This is your book. Send them a copy and a highlighter with the same admonition I’m giving you to use it.

Choosing What Fits You

I love my red rain boots. I wear them often on walks in the woods. I especially love tromping in the creek. Creek tromping takes me back to my childhood when summers meant being barefoot from morning ‘til night, playing in small streams, catching salamanders, and playing tricks on my annoying younger brother. I felt free and connected to the One Creator Divine. I knew I was an integral part of it all somehow. I felt connected to Mother Earth. I don’t tromp around barefoot in creeks much anymore since that unfortunate parasite incident. (And, no, that story won’t be coming soon to bookstores near you. Trust me, you wouldn’t want to read it.)
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