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Dearest _______________: This is a sacred invite to your tribe, so that together we may find and follow our Bliss.


(See full invitation on page 7)
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Behind every successful woman is a tribe of women who have her back.


This book is dedicated to all the women who have helped me on this journey.





FOREWORD


By Gabrielle Bernstein


Four years ago I had a private coaching practice for a handful of people each year. I was very clear about the types of clients I wanted to work with—I wanted to help healers, teachers, and lightworkers amplify the platforms they’d already built. As the Universe would have it, I manifested my dream client. She was smart, successful, and totally committed to helping others. She led a tribe of empowered women to fulfill their highest purpose. This client was Lori Harder.


Lori’s passion, dedication, and business savvy came through on our first call. What I loved most about coaching Lori was that she took my suggestions really seriously. She was ready to go big and willing to do whatever it took to grow her business and serve the world. Over the past four years I’ve had the privilege of watching Lori’s visions become her reality. Her business has turned into a thriving enterprise and now includes a podcast that attracts millions of listeners. Every day she continues to grow her platform through speaking, workshops, and now her new book, A Tribe Called Bliss.


In this book, Lori offers a step-by-step guide to lifetime connection, sisterhood, and support. We can’t do big work in the world without a little help! The pathway to success requires a community, and Lori is committed to helping others create one of their own. But these days finding a tribe can be very overwhelming because many of us live in less tightly knit communities and spend so much of our time online. It’s easy to feel disconnected and separate from others. That’s why Lori’s book is so important. A Tribe Called Bliss will hook you up with the spiritually rooted friendships you long for and the support you need to live up to your highest potential.


Women need the support of a sisterhood now more than ever, and that is what this book encourages: sisterhood for all women. It’s for women who are already leaders and change-makers in the world, as well as those who are still early in discovering their paths. A Tribe Called Bliss helps people live to their fullest, authentically connect to each other, and find their place in the world. And the benefits of having a tribe don’t stop there.


Women who have strong social circles live longer, happier, healthier lives compared to those who lack supportive connections. To belong is one of our core desires as humans, and as women we need something uplifting and real to bond over and an accessible way to do it.


True connections are forged when women get vulnerable and share our stories and deep emotional experiences with other women. It’s so important that we create safe, nurturing spaces in which we can do this. Without these connections, we miss out on what makes life so joyous.


In this book, Lori shows what her life looked like before she found her tribe. She then shows you how to tap into the bliss of everyday life and how to surround yourself with your very own tribe of high-vibe, loving, and like-minded souls. Lori’s own tribe was founded on the agreements in this book, and she shares her structure so you can create yours. Not only will you learn how to cultivate your tribe, but Lori will also show you how to break free of limiting beliefs and tap into your higher power.


When we do spiritual work and embark on new journeys, we often run into problems like negative self-talk and old belief systems. Lori takes the knowledge she has gained over decades of helping thousands of women overcome their fears and shows you how to break free of your self-sabotaging behaviors so you can show up for yourself and your relationships.


And here’s the beauty of this book: You don’t have to do all the work on your own. You’re meant to do a portion of the work WITH your tribe. Along with each chapter’s lesson, there are self-work exercises for both you and the tribe you’re looking to cultivate or for an already established circle.


Lori has structured this book as a tool to bring your tribe together, so you can immediately start reaping the benefits! You’ll take more risks and leap out of your comfort zone knowing that women in your tribe are doing it with you. You’ll celebrate each individual’s wins like they are your own, because when one of you rises it elevates the entire group. When one of you cries, you’ll welcome that emotion and acknowledge the pain.


Your tribe will help you see the beautiful lessons you’ve learned and remind you of your truth, your power, and your purpose. Embarking on that journey with your sisters and finding the joy in everything that comes your way is pure bliss.





YOUR BLISS JOURNEY BEGINS HERE


Dearest Bliss-Tribe Sister,


I have been watching you. Not in a creeper way, but in the “I see you and I have been there” kind of way. I see the struggle, stress, loneliness, and fear you’re feeling despite choosing to take steps to better yourself and build your dreams. Maybe you’re like I was and pictured this journey to your “best life” being a lot more connected, fun, and fulfilling than your current reality of feeling totally uncertain or disconnected. Perhaps you identify more with anxiety than those said to be “following their bliss,” because you’re alone behind a screen, doing housework, grinding away on your business, taking care of family, and trying to be healthy. This might leave you questioning if you’re going about this bliss thing the right way, or maybe it’s the misconception or denial of your bliss that is actually causing all the pain?


Distractions and stress are ever increasing, but so is our desire to reach our highest potential and be happy. But what fun is it if we are not enjoying the journey and growing ourselves alone? Does this mean it’s true that it’s lonely at the top? Do you even want to reach bliss if no one else is there with you? Take a breath because I’ve got good news: You are not meant to do this alone and you don’t have to. You are simply missing the tools, awareness, and words to be able to find your like-minded tribe, connect to them deeply, experience true bliss, and have some fun on the journey together.


One thing we know for sure is the old way of “being” and creating relationships is not working anymore. Texting, emailing, surface-level happy hours and bonding over gossip, judgment, drama, and grudges are leaving you feeling emptier than a candy dish at a Weight Watchers meeting. The suppression of who we really are in our relationships causes comparison and the side effects are shame and playing small. Our silent suffering and confinement of our need to deeply connect manifest in a thousand different ways that lead you to believe there is something “wrong” with you. Let me be clear, everything about you is more than right, but you are lacking a very necessary and vital piece of the puzzle. Tribe.


We are on this earth to create the type of experiences and life that forces the highest version of ourselves to show up. We are here to share love, use our gifts, and find the solutions to our own obstacles so we can then teach what we’ve learned and how we moved through it to others. We are here to expand into the extraordinary beings we are intended to be. We are not meant to move through this life alone but to find a tribe of loving and supportive sisters to come together and share our stories, extract our unique message, and use our voices. It will only be by sharing our strengths and struggles that we will break free and rise up to our highest potential and bliss. In isolation, our shame and fear grow stronger. Through vulnerable, compassionate union we free not only our souls and the souls closest to us, but we shift, heal, and elevate the soul of the planet.


This book you hold in your hands is not a book. It is your opportunity to create your own movement. A Tribe Called Bliss will lead you to find your like-minded tribe and show you how to love them hard. It is a step-by-step guide that literally provides everything you need to build your tribe, and it lays out exactly how to formulate and set up each tribe meeting after that. It even gives scripts of what to say and how to break the surface talk when you’re at a loss for words! This book is the new way, the way of creating safe, sacred spaces and loving relationships that incite real, lasting sisterhood. You now have a map and a set of tools that will guide you through all that is holding you back from reaching your highest potential as a human being. Read on, and you will see how fast this book can work its magic. Before long you will be witnessing meaningful, spiritual connections with yourself and others, creating supportive circles of women, experiencing absolute clarity on your path, remarkable healing, and enduring inner peace.


This is your faith-drenched invitation to join my Bliss Tribe. And by picking up this book you’ve taken the initiative and anointed yourself ready to create your own Bliss Tribe movement. You see, a tribe can’t exist without all of YOU, the leaders, a common interest, and a way to connect and interact. This book provides the agreements, scripts, topics, structure, and guidelines for you to get started and understand how to make your tribe work. Tribes live and die by the ability to stick to the agreements, equality, and respect of time and trust. Because tribes are only as strong as the people in them, this book also provides lessons on how to develop and work on your own personal growth at the same time as developing and learning with your tribe. Essentially you will be evolving and elevating yourself while profoundly uniting with your new tribe of sisters.


Don’t be scared, this won’t take much time and I know life is crazy enough. If you follow the directions in this book exactly, this new path will be a game changer and a bonus to all areas of your life. You will find you have more time and fulfillment despite adding this firm commitment, because you are about to make room for what actually gives you life. The last thing I want to do is add another to-do on the list. A Tribe Called Bliss will streamline your life and get you clear on what is and isn’t a priority.


On this journey I will share everything that has worked for me to create a life and tribe that are beyond my wildest dreams so you can do the same. I also fully share what hasn’t worked as well, and I hope you like to laugh, because we can’t take ourselves too seriously on this journey. After all, this is meant to be fun!


Grab my hand (or you can just high-five this book) and let’s do this. Your one simple decision has already started the ripple of change—nice work! You have now become an integral part of this tribe that is changing the world. From the depths of my soul I thank you for stepping up. Your future self, tribe, and every woman who didn’t get to have the opportunity to use her voice or follow her dreams is relying on you to follow your bliss.


Your sister in bliss,


Lori Harder





HOW TO BEGIN INVITING YOUR TRIBE


Turn the page for the invitation that you can use to help build your tribe. It is your way to ask others if they want to share this experience with you. You can either purchase two or three other copies to start your tribe now or send them the following link with the invite to join your tribe and opportunity to purchase their own: atribecalledbliss.com. And just like in life, after you complete one step, the rest will be revealed. You don’t have to see the entire staircase as long as you trust I will always give you the next step—and for that you have my word. Just take the first step and the process will magically unravel.






WITH THIS BOOK I WOULD LIKE TO EXTEND A SACRED INVITATION TO JOIN





A TRIBE CALLED


BLISS





Dear _______________:


I gift you this book and extend an invite to our new Bliss Tribe, because you are a woman I admire and whom I would like to connect with on a deeper level. Bound by the agreements and inspired by the lessons and pursuits inside this book, I believe we can have a beautiful connection that doesn’t take away from our time and energy, but instead restores, recharges, and adds more value to our lives.


A Bliss Tribe is a group of women who know with certainty that there is more to be experienced in this lifetime than what is seen on the surface. We sense our calling to crack surface layers and live in a more meaningful way. We are done suppressing, shrinking, and shying away from our light. We learn to accept uncertainty and failure and get excited to bloom from under the dirt in which we were buried. We no longer choose to travel alone and have a mutual interest in elevating ourselves as much as we do each other. We believe that when we come from a place of service and adding value to another woman’s life, we will be abundantly blessed and taken care of. We agree to act, speak, and show up in accordance with the highest good in order to fulfill our potential and follow our bliss. We forgive ourselves quickly and share our fears to eradicate the power of the stories that are stopping us. We refuse to settle for a life unlived. We are sisters in the arena together and we go further faster while having way more fun.


Tribes thrive on structure and agreements, which will be clearly laid out in this book for us to follow. A Bliss Tribe has a “Tribe Meeting” and “Tribe Discussions” guided by this book for one hour, every other week. Our tribe agrees to never go over time, respect all the rules, and always honor our consistent appointment. If this is not the right time, or you don’t feel called to this commitment or connection, please know this book is still a gift for you to read on your own or to build your own tribe.


If you feel called to a radical new way of living and to stepping into your highest potential, please RSVP by emailing _______________ with a “YES I’m ready to connect to my tribe!”








HOW THIS BOOK WORKS


YOU KNOW THOSE PARTS OF BOOKS YOU THINK YOU CAN SKIP? THIS IS NOT ONE. PLEASE MAKE SURE YOU READ THIS . . .


Before I write another word, I know this book implies that I want you to use it to form a tribe and read through it together. That is because my intention is to give you the structure and gift of a tribe based on the agreements and self-work that has led me to my bliss. But if you just don’t quite feel ready for that yet, you can still go through this book and do the Soul Assignments on your own. I know that after you read this book once, you will feel curious enough to then forge forward toward expanding your perception of what you are capable of doing, receiving, and, most importantly, giving.


This is not your mama’s self-help book, her book club, or a modern woman’s guide to networking. This certainly isn’t trying to teach you the old-school business mastermind format. It’s a collaboration with your soul and your future chosen sisters, enriching each other’s experience and learning to accept yourself while traveling through this masterpiece called life—and my sweet baby flame, when we practice this, together, you ignite possibility and bliss.


This book is broken into three sections for you to get the most out of it personally and as a tribe. The three sections were created specifically because these are the hidden places where we stop ourselves without realizing it. This book and all the lessons in it will finally give you the exact tools, insights, and scripts to transcend those blockades that always send you back to square one in your relationships and your goals.


Section 1 is about the New Way of Building Your Community. It’s your foundation for the whole book. In this section I share my personal story about why I am so passionate about tribe and how it has catapulted my life. Together we will look at what has been stopping you from having the kind of tribe you desire in your life, why tribe is so dang vital, and then we will get SUPER specific on how to build your own. Once you feel fully equipped, which you will by the end of the section, you will actually create a real-life tribe of your own with which to go throughout the rest of this book.


Section 2 is the New Way of Being. This section begins your regular set tribal meetings to review each chapter together and do the Tribe Work after each one. When I reference the New Way of Being, I mean the new way of how you will show up for yourself, to the world and in your relationships. It’s a set of ideas and guiding principles of how to be in your daily life, think and interact as your highest, most authentic self. It’s like a girl code that will keep your mindset and tribe from falling prey to what may have taken them down in the past.


Section 3 is all about the New Way of Belonging. When I say “belonging” in the book, it does not mean trying to fit in. It does not mean changing who you are. It means becoming more of who you are and having the willingness to show the world the real you. Belonging takes courage, forgiveness, and acceptance of our past, uncovering and taking complete ownership of our own magic. Belonging means being comfortable with your brilliance and darkness until you find those excited to share in your journey for who you are. In this section you’ll read lessons and do exercises with your tribe to gain tools to uncover and reclaim yourself and your right of belonging to yourself. When you are clear about who you are and have the tools to connect to yourself, you don’t worry about belonging, because you will know that you do.


I promise if you use this book the way it is intended, your life is about to get better than you could have ever imagined, and your new tribe connections are not only going to feel like long-lost sisters, but you will begin showing up for yourself in a way you never imagined. This book holds the map to uncover the real you in order to manifest the relationships you’ve been missing because of who you’re not yet being. That’s all about to change, and while it will take work, it’s also going to be more fun and fulfilling than just about anything else you’ve ever experienced. That’s a big statement because everything in these pages that I ask you to “try on” is the work I do that makes me obsessed with my life and the people in it.




section one


THE NEW WAY OF BUILDING YOUR COMMUNITY


Like I said earlier, this section provides everything you need to know about how and why your own bliss requires you to build your new community, or as we will start referring to it in this book, your new Bliss Tribe. Before we take off, though, I feel it’s vital I share this very important preflight announcement—otherwise known as my story from small-town girl with panic attacks, anxiety, body-weight and image struggles, little education, zero confidence, few friends, and a strict religious upbringing, to a blissed-out successful entrepreneur, speaker, fitness model, confident, tribe-building motha! So fancy, right? Those accomplishments listed above are nice—not gonna pretend they aren’t. I want those things for you, too, but I also like to know all of you, including the mess behind all the stuff because that is the real STUFF. I love the dirt, the thorns, and the rain, because without all of it, there are no roses and certainly no bliss. But before we go on this journey together, I think you and I need to make our own personal connection so that you can know where I’m coming from and that I really do see you. It’s important I share the significant events that brought me to my knees bliss. Stand by as I reveal my whole soul to you . . . My armpits are sweating already—here goes. My only ask is that if I show you mine, you show me yours.





one


BORN FOR BLISS


The summers were hot and the days were long. There was dirt under my fingernails, scabs on my knees, and the baby hairs around my face were as wild as I was. I was eight years old, and my only job was to keep an eye out for all adventures and anything that needed exploring in my neighborhood. Each day ended with an all-out adrenaline rush. As evening gave way to night I raced my bike back to headquarters, flying through yards and streets without sidewalks, to get home in time to avoid any trouble with the bosses.


I knew my terrain. I knew where the roots of the trees had cracked the pavement in just the right place to create the oh-so-perfect jump. Pedal like a madwoman, and you’d catch some serious air. I could show you the secret shortcut—through three of my neighbors’ yards, past a creepy old barn, and down a tiny pathway between two old abandoned garages that only a kid could fit through—that led straight to a candy-filled convenience store where you could turn in pop cans for spare change and leave adorned in layers of candy necklaces and fingers full of Ring Pops.


Back then, “weird” was my calling card. I loved that I was everyone’s first exposure to the unparalleled sensory experience of licking roll-on deodorant. Just watch your tongue go from damp to shockingly dry in under a second. Baby powder cigarette, anyone? It’s pretty incredible what you can do with a drinking straw, a square of toilet paper, a dash of baby powder, and a mini rubber band—and a lot of idle time. My mom always wondered why the entire bathroom was coated with a light dusting of white, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her I just couldn’t quit Johnson & Johnson. I had so many tricks and talents—why hide them from the world? I wrote fake personal ads, pecking away on our old typewriter, giggling to myself the whole time picturing how hard my mom and sister would laugh when they read them. I created watercolor masterpieces, selling my work in my front yard for a dollar. People—mostly my family—okay, just my family—would buy my shitty drawings, but sales nonetheless! My favorite past times included baking cookies with my mom, singing with my dad, and making leaf crowns with my sister. I forced my family to listen to my karaoke songs and watch my choreographed dance routines night after night after dinner. I was becoming a true performer and this called for the right outfit, which meant asking my mom to buy me the perfect ballerina dress from the JCPenney catalogue. A full tutu made of fluffy white tulle with a shimmery, ivory bodice, making me feel like a swan when I moved (because obviously in my mind I moved with the exact same grace as the glorious white bird). I wore that thing until it pulled my shoulders forward and my bum had no choice but to eat the spandex. I looked like the hunchback of Notre Dame headed to her first prom.


Life was good. My biggest stress was blue jeans that wouldn’t “tight roll” and tube socks that wouldn’t stay up—“quitters.” My fears were the campfire stories that told of a man with a hook for a hand, the monsters lurking under my bed, or the gremlins I was convinced would come out of my toilet at night. Never pee with the lights out—that’s when they get you.


It was a completely magical and mysterious time, being an eight-year-old in the woods of Upper Michigan (The U.P.). I was living in the era of freedom, in the age of bliss. I cruised around my neighborhood on my Banana Seat Hog feeling like the mayor, handlebar streamers on point, with my boom box playing Debbie Gibson in my basket.


I loved that girl. I had no idea how quickly I would lose HER.


TRADING BLISS


The invite came Sunday after church, from a close friend. Her family was gathering a group of kids to go swimming, and asked if I would I like to come? Yes! Because this wasn’t just your ordinary swim gathering, it was THE swim gathering with all of the kids that I had grown up with—I was eleven years old. It was an evening swim at our recreation center and they had an impressive Olympic-size pool complete with three tiers of diving boards. They picked me up in their minivan. We crammed in, all of us making bets on who would jump off the platform and who wouldn’t. I loved swimming. I loved zipping my legs up and flipping my fin like a mermaid, or dragging my hair back and forth in slow fluid strokes watching it as if it was silk. I felt so free in the water, where my body always felt light and graceful. In the water, you could be whatever you wanted to be and try anything you wanted to try, because water is consistent, reliable, and always there to give you a soft, safe place to land.


Eventually, my turn to jump came. I stood at the base of the ladder that led to the diving board, so excited to show off yet another brilliant skill of mine. Would I dive, do a flip, or spread eagle? So many choices to impress the crowd. As I started my ascent, I could see him, floating along the side of the pool, flanked by my two friends, girls who were pretty, skinny, and shaped nothing like me. I knew that my crush had his eyes on these girls, but I believed in time he would change his gaze. As I was about to jump, I heard the cheering begin. I listened closer, thinking they were daring me with a trick they wanted to see me try. Little did they know I could handle whatever they threw at me!


“Whale . . . whale . . . whale . . .” The words became crystal clear. “Whale . . . whale . . . whale . . .” I saw his mouth say the words. I heard the words. I was blindsided. “Don’t jump in the pool, you whale!” the kids yelled. “There won’t be any water left for us!”


There I was, at the top, looking down at the crowd—completely stunned. I felt naked, embarrassed, ashamed. I couldn’t breathe. All I could do to survive was jump. No flip, no dive, no tricks—just get me underwater so I can hide. The water enveloped and folded around me as I let out my heartbreak and pain through a screaming sob under the surface of the pool. Bubbles flew past my face. I was sinking. I let it take me under. I could not picture coming up. I hate them. I hate me. I am disgusting. My heartbreak was so intense that the moment of pain became tattooed on my soul, and the shame of who I was physically set in. How could I love something I was ashamed of?


The trade was done. And just like that, SHE was gone.


INHERITED TRIBE


I was never obese but I was also never thin. I come from a long line of women (and men) who struggle with their weight. “Bad genetics,” I have been told by my family over and over again. “You will struggle your whole life,” I would hear my family say. “It’s the Baker way! Just wait, you’ll be fat like the rest of us.” My mom was a Baker, and this idea of having to go to battle with my body is what I would carry with me through my preteen years and into my adult life. Never did I think to examine our habits or beliefs, because everyone around me did the same thing, and it was confirmed that Fat was our family’s curse.


I was just “lil tubs,” but my big sister was “BIG tubs.” The torment for her started early, in elementary school. She lived a life of incessant dieting and early-morning workouts, sweating it out with aerobics tapes well before the rest of us were even out of bed. But it didn’t take long before I was following in her exact footsteps. We grew up watching the women in our family diet. This is just what we did. Some families went on trips. We went on diets.


Sure, weight was an easy target for all of the bullying that BIG tubs and lil tubs endured at school, but it wasn’t the only material the kids had to work with to create their torment. In Upper Michigan where there is zero diversity, being different stands out like a sore thumb. Being raised in a restrictive religion where we didn’t celebrate holidays, birthdays, or say the Pledge of Allegiance meant leaving the classroom during all holiday art projects, school plays, and celebrations. We had to sit down while everyone was standing with their hand on their heart every morning and pass on all the birthday songs and goodies. Not only did we have to say “No, thank you” to the Tupperware container of mouth-watering birthday cupcakes, we were counseled against associating with anyone outside of our religion—ever. For my sister and me, dating was strictly off-limits until you were old enough to be married, and when that time came, all dates until marriage would still require a chaperone and this made for plenty of comments about my sexuality. Needless to say, knocking on my classmates’ doors, or interrupting their slumber parties and Saturday morning cartoons to ask if they wanted to hear about the Bible, did not help my reputation. Yup, that happened.


Although I participated in the religious activities expected of me, I always carried the burden of “never being good enough” or “being able to do enough to be saved.” I lived every day in complete and utter fear that the world would end any minute, and I would end with it. Every time my peers would threaten to chase me off their porch with a shotgun, call me a weirdo or a lesbian, I felt my guts tearing open. I wanted so desperately to do good, to feel safe, to be saved, and to know I was loved.


WE BECOME OUR TRIBE


In time I learned to do my own thing. I hung out with my family and tagged along with my older sister’s friends. One of my favorite things to do was to go to the grocery store with my mom. I could always score the food I wanted and talk her into buying some fitness magazines for me. With our cart looking like we were preparing for the end of the world, we’d head to the checkout counter, unload everything on the belt, and make small talk with the cashier.


“Pay and meet me outside,” she’d said in a panic on one of our many grocery runs. “You are going to have to drive home.” It was half-shock and half-thrill. I was thirteen and thankfully had been driving with my parents many times before this. This was the first I could remember seeing her have a severe panic attack that she appeared to have no control over.


Anxiety would soon take over my mother, and I’m pretty sure her mother had suffered from it too. It intensified as I grew older, or perhaps with the major financial struggles of my parents’ going bankrupt and losing their business or the surprise that was my little brother in the midst of all of it. I hated seeing how she felt, so I would do anything I could to help her out around the house. My room was spotless. I did my chores and then some. I learned how to make those perfect vacuum lines in the carpet, which became an obsession. In my quest for perfection, I never shared my struggles, my fears, or my secrets. I would do anything I could to avoid being a burden and not add any unnecessary stress.


One day at school not long after watching and hearing my mother talk about her panic attacks, I had my first attack. I was reading out loud to my class—one of my very favorite things to do. I could captivate my audience by giving the characters different voices and funny accents, and it was the one thing that awarded me compliments from my fellow students and recognition from my teachers. But this particular day something changed. “Aren’t you nervous?” my brain asked me out of the blue. “You have anxiety.” A few words into the first paragraph, and I couldn’t read. I felt dizzy. Tears flooded my eyes and I couldn’t hear my words over my heartbeat pounding in my ears. I thought I was dying.


“I can’t read anymore,” I told the teacher. I excused myself to the bathroom, where I let the crazy play itself out. This would be the last time I would voluntarily raise my hand for a very long time. From that day on, the panic attacks increased and I’d experience anxiety any time the attention was focused solely on me. My fun-loving days as a performer were over. My inner conflict began and my identity changed.


I convinced my parents to homeschool me through high school.


Running away from the problem was the perfect way to cope with my anxiety, and the way to stop the bullying. I would never be like the other kids anyway. My parents told me homeschooling was not a good idea for me. They would not have the time or be able to teach me what I needed, but I pleaded. I gathered so much evidence from the other kids in my church who were homeschooled and made such a giant case around my anxiety attacks that my parents had no choice. At the time it was a popular thing to do in our church, a way for us kids to not be exposed to all of the “inappropriate” behavior that happens during high school years. I used my sister’s nightmarish stories of bullying, temptation, underage partying, and boys to show them how they would be keeping me safe. Pretty good, huh?


“I have panic attacks, and I struggle with my weight.” This was my story, and I played it over and over again. My family understood it—they had the same story, and somehow the pain made us closer at times. Still, I yearned for a better way to manage this. I refused to swallow that I would have to feel this way the rest of my life.


After joining my sister in some workouts, I noticed that my anxiety was more manageable when I would exercise. Over time I noticed I thought clearer, slept better, and wouldn’t feel as anxious on days that I worked out. This desire to want to stop feeling like my life was spiraling out of control fueled my love affair with fitness. Most days I hated exercising, but I knew how much better I would feel afterward. It was food that remained my biggest challenge.


The eating habits of my family continued their yo-yo cycle of dieting and bingeing, dieting, bingeing . . . I might exercise my butt off, but I was no different. If I was on a diet, I was all in—Malt-O-Meal breakfast, diet pop, Lean Cuisine for lunch, and chicken with plain white rice for dinner. If I wasn’t on a diet, I ate like it was my last meal—two heaping platefuls of spaghetti covered in parmesan cheese, dinner rolls with butter, and a giant bowl of ice cream covered in Marshmallow Fluff and hot fudge.


Working out and staying busy made me feel much more balanced, which helped me manage the ups and downs of emotions that came from being sedentary and relying on food. I started to see myself in more of an athletic light, which lessened my self-loathing a bit, but this ongoing mental struggle with food made me feel like a prisoner. Because working out was one of the only things in my life I felt I could control, my obsession was solidified, especially since I would immediately put on weight from my eating habits if I wasn’t doing it.


I was still carrying this belief, this fear of food and what was coming for me. I never knew if the next corner I would turn would hold my fate of getting fat or having another panic episode. Somehow in my soul I knew that as soon as I was old enough, I would have to remove myself as much as possible from the people that were reinforcing my fears until I was strong enough to stand firm in my new ideas—even in the face of adversity. This would be the only way to move past this.


A DIFFERENT TRIBE


I met Bree when I was fourteen. She was beautiful, outgoing, fit, and fearless. She was in the same religion as I was, yet I had never known anyone like her. She walked into the room like she was ten feet tall, so proud of who she was, and when she left the energy left with her. She was such an alien of impossibility. Of course I felt instantly drawn to her. Her family was visiting our congregation from another town. We were both so excited to meet someone our own age who had similar interests that we decided to be pen pals. It wasn’t long before I was convincing my parents to let her parents pick me up at the “halfway point” so we could spend weeks at a time at each other’s house to make the drive worth it. We lived a few hours apart and this became a normal thing until one of us started driving. Before then, our long-distance phone bills were a constant battle in both of our homes.
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