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My Story—and Your Story

On Mother’s Day in 1987, when I was a few hours old, I was abandoned behind a rock near Muir Woods in Northern California. I was wrapped in a blue blanket, with no other evidence of where I had come from. I was found by a man and woman who were out bird-watching with their toddler. They called an ambulance to take me to the nearest emergency room. I was determined to be healthy, with no signs of distress other than sunburn. Two days later, another couple who would become my parents took me home.

Growing up, I knew I was adopted. I later discovered I was abandoned and, despite having loving parents, knowing all this about myself led to a lot of pain—pain I didn’t want anyone to see. Pain that I ignored for decades. I spent years longing to understand where I came from. Not knowing my birth family was at times excruciating. I hated getting assigned family trees in school. I hated getting told I looked like one of my parents. I hated hearing my friends talk about things they’d inherited from family members. And most of all, I hated that I hated it. I was told to feel lucky, to feel grateful, to feel happy, but a lot of the time, I just felt sad.

I looked for myself in strangers and often wondered about who my birth mother was and why she had abandoned me in the woods. I imagined my birth mother out there, somewhere. I watched random women with dark hair and blue eyes, like my own, thinking maybe they could be her. Without realizing it, I formed what would grow into a deeply held belief: I was not enough as I was. Something was wrong with me. Why else had I been left to die?

To answer that question, I began to tell myself a story: I would never be loved or even accepted as who I was because I was not enough as I was. This story wasn’t true, but it made sense of an experience that deeply confused me. It allowed me to move forward with a sense of control over an experience I had no say in. It sounds dramatic, but it felt like the only way.

I lived in that story for years; it permeated every aspect of my life. I didn’t believe I could possibly be myself because I hadn’t been wanted from the start. I tried to avoid my way out of it; I hesitated to seek out new friends, thinking, somehow, they would discover that I was not enough. I tried to perfect my way out of it; I strived to be as special and talented and unique and smart as possible, thinking that would make me enough. It wasn’t until a suicide attempt at age fourteen that I finally began, through therapy and healing practices, exploring my story, and how it affected my identity and my relationship to myself and to others.

Doing so felt terrifying and overwhelming. I didn’t know if my story was something I could actually change. These things weren’t taught to me or talked about when I was growing up, so I had no idea what was possible. I realized, though, that in order to have the chance of living a life as my full self, I needed to confront my story, explore it, and rewrite it.

I sat on a therapist’s couch week after week and began the process of examining the belief I had formed and the story that unfolded from it. My therapist specialized in working with adoptees, so it didn’t take a lot of explaining for her to truly understand the pain I was carrying. She really saw me; I could tell by the feeling in my chest that always seemed to loosen a bit while I was in her office. I remember her saying, “Lots of adoptees feel this way—lots of adoptees feel like they weren’t enough and still aren’t. You are not alone, and it’s okay to feel this way. We can move through it slowly.” I felt such a deep sense of relief, knowing I wasn’t the only one. I had never connected with other adoptees, so hearing this gave me a feeling of community—even with people I had never met.

Sharing my truth with a therapist was the catalyst for giving myself permission to explore my story. I had never put words to it, and finding the words to express what I was feeling inside brought clarity. Being able to speak honestly and openly about my story—which I had previously kept hidden and quiet—was freeing. That experience put me on a path of lifelong healing and growth, and it has been difficult—but it ultimately reminded me that I have more control over my story than I had long believed. We all do.

While I hold many titles, one of my current roles is a therapist who supports clients in untangling their stories. I didn’t always think I’d end up here, offering what I once needed. In seeing how others explored this work, though, I was able to understand what I had been feeling for so long. So many people gave me permission to explore this within myself and, in turn, within my own work. People like Brené Brown, a research professor who revolutionized the study of courage, vulnerability, empathy, shame, and—especially relevant here—owning our stories. People like Tara Brach, a psychologist who taught me so much about what she calls radical acceptance, or the idea that finding acceptance in what is allows us to return to our true selves. People like Carl Rogers, a psychologist who cofounded humanistic psychology and reminded us we’re enough as we are. People like Pema Chödrön, Mary Oliver, bell hooks, Glennon Doyle, Sharon Salzberg, Cheryl Strayed, Irvin Yalom, Elizabeth Gilbert, and Rick Hanson, writers and thinkers, all of whom have influenced my life and work in so many different ways. Areas of study like narrative therapy, which helps us externalize a problem instead of feeling like a problem; Internal Family Systems therapy, which allows us to witness and heal all different parts that live within us; mindfulness-based therapy, which teaches us how to find more presence and nonjudgmental awareness in our lives; compassion-focused therapy, which encourages compassion toward self and others; family systems, which gives us insight into how our family of origin affects who we are; and acceptance and commitment therapy, which explores acceptance, mindfulness, and emotional flexibility. All of these various spiritual teachers, creatives, leaders, and healing modalities have informed the way I view myself and the world.

One of the most important things I have learned in my work is that I created my story for a reason: I created the story of not being enough to make sense of what happened to me. Because I didn’t have answers I needed, I created answers for myself. I see this experience in clients, too. It’s easy to forget that our stories are functioning for us in some way, even if they’re challenging. Getting curious about what my story was doing for me, as painful as it was, gave me insight into making sense of why I was carrying this story. This was the beginning of my own healing journey. Clients often find that it’s the beginning of theirs. I’ve written this book so you can start, and continue, yours.

The dictionary definition of healing is “the process of becoming sound or healthy again.” We instantly understand this in the physical sense when it comes to healing from illness or injury, but it applies to our emotional health as well. The word that stands out to me here is “process,” and I have deeply felt the importance of remembering it is a process as my own healing journey continues to ebb and flow while I grow in my own life—that there is no end point in healing, but instead an ebb and flow we are constantly in relationship with. All too often, healing is approached in our culture as something to achieve by a quick fix, something to check off the list.

The hard truth is this: healing—of any kind—doesn’t happen overnight. It is not a one-time-only experience, it isn’t linear, and it isn’t something we ever totally finish. Healing doesn’t mean fixing, forgetting, erasing, or undoing. Healing means integrating the painful pieces of our story so we can become more whole, so we can become our full selves. It means allowing ourselves to carry our story without being carried by it.

The beautiful truth is this: healing is always available to us, and it is always a process, which also means it is always possible. I have learned this through exploring my own story and through witnessing the stories of my clients.

Our stories—the experiences we’ve had and beliefs we’ve formed, and the narratives we’ve developed in response to those experiences and beliefs—affect us in countless ways. They affect our sense of self and our relationships. They affect the choices we make and how we take care of ourselves. They affect the lens through which we view the world and the ways we show up in it. They affect us in so many ways we don’t even realize until we take a closer look… which is exactly why this exploration is so important.

While we tell ourselves so many stories, I’ve noticed that we tend to have one or two that we tell ourselves the loudest. When we think about those loud stories, we can often trace their origin to certain experiences or even specific moments growing up. When I think about my experience, so much of it stems back to the meaning I made of being abandoned and adopted. As a child, I created stories of not being worthy, not belonging, and needing to be as close to perfect as possible to be lovable—all because I believed I was not enough as I was.

In my practice, I’ve seen how other people’s stories grow from that same belief. So many of us have come to believe that we are not enough as we are. That, for some reason, we have to change parts of ourselves or do certain things to be loved, heard and seen, understood and accepted. I’ve come to understand this belief of not being enough as a root belief.

A root belief is the central belief that informs how we feel about ourselves and the world. It is from this root belief that our sense of self, our stories about who we are, and our way of being in the world are formed. What grows from it looks different for each of us; there are many variants. For some, it might be people-pleasing in order to feel good enough; for others, it might look like denying their needs in order to be worthy of love. No matter what it looks like in your specific context, the result is the same. Everything grows from the root: when the root is harsh or critical, flourishing is difficult. When we look at our stories, we can start realizing what has grown (or not grown) from there. If our root isn’t strong and healthy, we can’t grow far beyond it. If the root is sturdy enough to withstand the storm, though, then we can bloom through whatever comes our way. This is why examining our stories is so critical. It brings to light what has been underneath the surface for so long and allows us to recognize how we have grown the thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors we’ve since experienced. From there, we get to start choosing what we water and what we let die.

We are not taught to pause and examine whether these stories are actually true or, more important, if they are actually serving us. When I work with clients, I see and hear the ahas they experience from doing just that. Witnessing people explore why they think the way they do, why they feel the way they do, why they interact with others the way they do, and how they’ve come to develop the story they carry is potent and powerful. There are so many moments I will never forget: sitting across from someone in my softly lit office, knowing that the silence means something is shifting within them. Moments of tears as we slowly and gently see patterns more clearly. Moments of joy as they say, “It’s such a relief to understand I’m like this for a reason—that it’s not because something is wrong with me but because something happened to me.” Moments of gratitude as they experience real change in their emotional well-being. These moments are life-altering, and everyone deserves to have access to this type of healing.

Working with other humans up close reminds me of how much we all have in common when we strip away the differences and get to the root. We all want to feel loved. We all want to be heard and seen. We all want to be understood. We all want to belong.

We all want to feel enough, just as we are.

That’s what I’m discovering on my healing journey.

I once told myself a story that went like this: I would never be lovable, be accepted, or belong as who I was because my full self wasn’t enough.

And I rewrote it. My new story goes like this: I am a person who is innately lovable, who is inherently acceptable, and who deeply belongs to myself and therefore to the world. I am enough, just as I am. Living from this new story (albeit not 100 percent of the time) has completely shifted the way I perceive myself and the ways in which I show up in the world. It has changed my life.

If you have ever felt like you didn’t belong, or like you weren’t worthy exactly as you are, or like your full self wasn’t enough… it might be time for you, too, to tell yourself a new story.

This book is about getting honest and exploring how your own stories affect you—and, as you will discover, they probably affect a lot more than you realize. It’s about doing the brave work of reframing your stories so you can choose to show up differently for yourself. And it’s about getting free by integrating all parts of who you are—the messy and the beautiful—in order to live a truer, more whole, and more meaningful life.

This book is a guide, a companion, and a love letter. It’s about learning what tools you can lean on when healing feels hard. It’s about holding space for your experiences while also holding space for something new to unfold. It’s about offering connection and community—a reminder that you aren’t alone, which is something that helped me on my own healing journey.

If I’m totally honest with you, I am still in my own process of healing. It hasn’t ended, been completed, or come to conclusion. I haven’t figured it all out or gotten to the “other side.” In the “self-help” world, there’s often a message that creates hierarchies between us—that puts certain people on pedestals and names them “experts” or “gurus” or “authorities,” as if they somehow have something we don’t. I don’t believe in hierarchies, and I am not here to share another “I did it and so can you!” story. I’m here to share some of my own truth and what I’ve gleaned along the way so you, too, can share your own truth. I’m human, right alongside you, and my healing continues to unfold in new ways as I continue uncovering new pieces of myself. I’m writing this book for me, too.

As I shared before, healing ebbs and flows, and even with all the inner work I’ve done, I continue to explore the stories I’m telling myself. I still have days when I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing. I still have moments of total confusion and disconnection. I still experience periods of depression. I still get caught in the wave sometimes. I write, teach, and work from a place of being on the path with you—being on the path of continued healing, being on the path of allowing myself to be fully human first.

The most important thing I’ve learned about being human first is that I don’t have to be ashamed of this fact, and neither do you. We don’t have to become perfect to be good. When we give ourselves the opportunity to unlearn the stories that keep us feeling broken and less than, we can relearn our inherent goodness. The goodness that has always been there, underneath what’s been piled on top of it, as we’ve moved through our lives. The goodness we often forget. The goodness we often don’t believe or see. The goodness we were born with and will always contain, no matter how much pain we might experience along the way. Because you—we—have always been enough.

Throughout this book, I am going to share with you many of the mindsets and practices that have supported me and others on this healing journey in three parts: Getting Honest, Getting Brave, and Getting Free. Getting honest is about confronting and exploring our beliefs and the stories that grow from them, how they show up in our lives, and what impact they’ve had on who we are. Understanding the way our stories are woven throughout our lives gives us the awareness we need to move forward with clarity. Getting brave is about doing the courageous work of uprooting the stories holding us back, and creating new ones. This work allows us to decide who we truly are. Getting free is about carrying our new stories forward. It’s about embodying what we’ve discovered through the difficult yet beautiful work outlined here, in a way that supports our full humanity, our goodness, and our inherent enoughness. This work allows us to have a say in how our stories, and our lives, unfold.

Within these parts, I’ll share my own journey and those of some composite characters, based on my experiences in working with people. I hope these narratives illustrate just a few of the common ways our stories affect us throughout our lives, as well as what it looks like to reframe those stories and integrate new ones. While we all have different experiences, I believe so many of our stories are also similar. Stories of needing to be perfect to be worthy, of your needs not mattering, of being an imposter, of needing self-criticism to stay in line, and of not belonging are commonly told; they are all based on that root belief of not being enough—they just show up within us in different ways.

I strive to give you not just practices but ways of being, thinking, and showing up, questions that guide you back to your own wisdom, and reminders of all you already contain within you. You are already enough. You do not need fixing—you just need to remember who you are underneath the limiting myths you’ve held about yourself for so many years. Who you are underneath it all is so deeply magnificent.

May this book humanize your healing. May this book honor your process. May this book be less about fixing yourself and more about remembering yourself. May this book make space for the messiness, right alongside the beauty. May this book offer you a refuge from it all. May this book hold you as you rediscover how to hold yourself.

Welcome. I’m so glad you’re here.


Ten Loose Guidelines for Engaging with the Book


	Our stories are sensitive, personal, and sacred. I encourage you to treat yourself with as much compassion and kindness as possible while you work to understand the stories you come from and live into. What a gift it is to offer yourself some gentleness and grace along the way.

	While this book will cover a lot, it won’t cover everything. It might not cover your experience, exactly—you’re a unique person with a unique history. And it is not directed toward those with severe trauma or other mental health challenges. I want to clarify this point so you don’t assume something is wrong with you if everything in the book doesn’t resonate with your unique circumstances. I invite you to seek out individualized support if you’d like it, whether through therapy or coaching or mentorship (or any other modality I discuss throughout the book!). We don’t have to go at it alone. We were never meant to.

	A lot of books might pretend to know exactly what you need in order to become a completely, totally, undeniably self-actualized human… right now. This book won’t do that. Quick fixes are appealing, but they don’t usually sustain. Healing is a long game, my friends, and allowing healing to be an ongoing process instead of a destination to reach brings a greater sense of acceptance to where we are now. Think of the stories, practices, tools, and resources in this book as guides instead of directions. I won’t be another authority telling you what to do. Instead, I hope for this book to be an offering, an idea, a collaboration, an invitation, and a reminder of all you already hold within yourself to heal, grow, and thrive.

	This book contains my own experiences, witnessing, learnings, ideas, and insights. Some of them may differ from yours, and this is totally okay. I encourage you to note where you may disagree and allow yourself to explore why. I am not always right.

	You are your own best healer. My hope is that this book will invite you to tap into your own power as you move through exploring how to carry your story, and yourself, forward.

	Life ebbs and flows. Some seasons are more difficult, while others feel more easeful. I invite you to keep this in mind as you explore your own story, knowing you don’t have to reach a certain place in order to experience some of what I share in this book.

	Healing is hard sometimes. Don’t forget to take breaks, to laugh, to find joy, to seek pleasure, to practice lightheartedness, and to just be. As you will learn, these moments and acts are a crucial part of healing, too. We can get so caught up in improvement that we forget we’re not actually projects to fix; we’re humans.

	Healing is not another thing at which to project our perfectionism. Perfection isn’t possible or required. Not in healing, not in reading a book, not in doing the work described here… not in anything. We often want to heal perfectly, grow perfectly, change perfectly, and make sure everyone around us is comfortable and okay with it at the same time. Perhaps letting this process be a little messy is what will support healing. The mess holds its own kind of magic, I think.

	Don’t forget to continue thanking yourself for choosing to show up for yourself in this way, in whatever way unfolds from reading this book, and in every moment you keep going. I see you and I honor you.

	You can begin again, over and over, forever.




Addressing the Collective Story

One piece I often see missing in the self-help world is a discussion of how the collective story impacts our own. I think of the collective story as the story that plays out in the systems we live in, all of which impact our individual stories. We tend to hold people solely accountable for their own healing without addressing the very real, very valid external factors that contribute to their challenging stories in the first place. I think of people telling a Black woman to “love and light” her way out of micro-aggressions. I think of people urging folks in the LGBTQIA community to meditate their way out of feeling targeted by hate crimes. I think of our culture telling us to rest while also prioritizing and rewarding limitless productivity. I think of our culture insisting that thinking positively will heal those who are living in a world that doesn’t create safety for them. It’s very easy for me, a privileged white woman with an education, to talk and write about self-care and healing and self-acceptance. What I want to also acknowledge is how much more difficult these things are for folks who are trying to find enough money to put dinner on the table, who are navigating oppression and violence, and who are living in environments that are not at all conducive to anything other than simply surviving another day. Not all of our challenges are for us to fix—they may be for systems to recognize and change.

I share this because the mindsets and practices in this book (or in any book) won’t heal everything. Self-compassion won’t directly fix racist policies. Mindfulness won’t heal centuries of harm toward marginalized folks. Journaling won’t heal the wounds of being thought of as less of a human because of who you are. Meditation won’t heal inequality. I don’t want to pretend like doing the inner work will fix what’s happening externally because it won’t. This reckoning can be challenging. It can feel like an uphill climb to work on finding ways to show up more fully in the world when the world doesn’t always make it safe for everyone to show up fully. It can feel trite to share some of these mindsets and practices; I know, and I’ve witnessed in my clients, that all the mindsets and practices in the world won’t eliminate the very real harm that so many experience daily from external forces.

Individuals regularly feel the burden of “fixing” themselves enough so that they are no longer affected by these external factors. While this might be realistic for some, I find it harmful to put such pressure on the very folks who need systems to change in order to feel safe and secure in this world. As both a professional and a human, I choose to have these hard conversations because the alternative is to continue remaining silent and participating in the problem, rather than addressing it and creating as safe a space as possible (which isn’t always possible) for the people who desperately need it.

So before we go further, I want to pause and validate how understandable it is to find so many of these mindsets and practices difficult. I want to honor how hard it is for so many people to keep going in a world that doesn’t make them feel wanted. I want to acknowledge how unfair it is that we ask you to do this work in a society that isn’t doing the work to make sure you feel valued, safe, and loved. You deserve an environment and space that welcomes you with open arms, that recognizes your inherent importance, that honors your uniqueness, that appreciates your gifts, and that knows your worth despite any and all differences. You matter and your existence matters, and I am so sorry this society doesn’t always make that apparent.

While I know that what I share in this book won’t heal or fix all the external factors affecting so many of us on a daily basis, I do hope that some of the mindsets and practices will allow you to start seeing ways you can show up for yourself, even when the world isn’t showing up for you. I hope these offerings will empower you to recognize your internal strength, even when you shouldn’t have to continue being strong in the face of everything happening. I hope the exploration of story allows you to separate yourself a bit from the stories being told about you—I hope you recognize your ability to shift the story you tell about you, despite any and all outside noise. I hope the words in this book offer a reminder that you’re not alone and you can control the way you show up for yourself and in your own life, even when all challenges might not disappear as your own inner stories shift.

As we find ways to heal within, we also need to acknowledge and discuss the ways in which the collective story we are living in is harming so many people. It shouldn’t be an individual’s job to constantly be trying to heal from the symptoms caused by the collective. We (especially white folks with privilege) must also talk about how we can support ourselves and our neighbors through advocating for policy change. Through voting. Through participating in democracy. Through volunteering, when we have the emotional capacity. Through learning about the history of oppression and discrimination in America. Through acknowledging privilege. Through listening. Through choosing to see people. Through compassion and empathy.

It can feel like an impossible task to keep pushing, keep feeling hopeful, and keep fighting in this place we’re in. I, for one, will always make more room for hope than I do for anything else, though. As I frequently tell clients, I will make room for hope for you when you can’t do it yourself. I will keep believing things can change, the collective can shift, and we can all find a wider space of healing and shifting the collective story we’re navigating in our own ways.I I’m deeply grateful to Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, the LGBTQIA community, the body-positive community, and all other communities that are leading the way in teaching us about integrating this work into our lives.




UNDERSTANDING OUR STORIES

The first place I spoke parts of my story aloud outside of a therapy office was as an undergrad at UC Santa Cruz. I took a moral psychology seminar, and our final project was to write a thirty-minute presentation about some aspect of our lives that we continued to carry within us. I chose to talk about my abandonment, my relentless search for my identity, and my history with depression (you know, the light, casual stuff). I stood in front of my classmates—and on the edge of myself.

“I realize my abandonment had nothing to do with who I am as a person or my worth as a newborn,” I said. “That’s how it affected me, though, and those are the beliefs that I formed about myself, whether or not they were valid. I have carried these beliefs with me throughout my life.”

I explained that these beliefs carved paths for an unhealthy relationship with myself and for challenging relationships with others. “It’s not all bad,” I said, “and I have made remarkable progress in my life between when I was fourteen and where I am today, but I still have a long way to go.”

I said things I had never spoken about with more than a few other people. I shared parts of me that I thought needed to be hidden. Parts I wanted to keep buried. Parts I was still ashamed of. Parts I once wanted no one else to see in me. At the end of the presentation, I read out loud a letter I had written to my birth mother: “My soul longs to meet yours, not only to ask you questions but also to embrace you and tell you that it’s okay. It’s okay. I know that while I have struggled, you have also struggled. I know that when I think of you every year on my birthday, you may be out there, thinking of me.”

I thanked my birth mother. I thanked her for being brave enough to carry me just long enough to let me go. I thanked her for providing me with the opportunity to love, to feel pain, to experience joy, to embrace friends and family, and to discover who I am and what I want from this life. “Without you, I would not be,” I said.

I could barely get through the rest of the letter. Tears were at the back of my throat. A swirl of dizziness overcame me.

When I finished, there were a few seconds of silence. I stared at the floor, heart beating fast. When I looked up, most of the people in the room were in tears. My professor put his hand on his heart. They had seen all of me, and they met me with open arms.

I stood, wobbly kneed, in awe of what transpired when I chose to share the hard parts of my story instead of the easy parts—when I chose to finally tell the truth.

I think about that moment often. Writing that letter changed me, and reading it out loud changed me more. It was a potent reminder of what making room for our stories to come out of hiding does: it allows us to come out of hiding, too. Understanding my story hasn’t fixed or changed what has happened in my life, but it has allowed me to let myself be witnessed as my full self—and to heal. We all deserve this.

Reframing our stories starts with understanding them. It’s challenging to have compassion for stories you don’t understand, let alone to share them with others, which is why cultivating a deep understanding of our stories first is so transformative. It’s why we start here.

Human instinct is to tell stories. In 1944, psychologists Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel conducted a study in which subjects watched an animated film of shapes moving around a screen, and found that most of the subjects, when asked to explain what had happened, constructed a story about it. This is our way of making meaning of what we experience. It gives us a perceived feeling of control. Creating internal stories can be an unconscious process. We may not even realize what we are telling ourselves until we slow down and start paying attention. That is exactly what this book will support you in doing: tuning in to start understanding your story, gently and tenderly, so you can rewrite the parts that are holding you back and move forward, more whole. Understanding, reframing, and then integrating your story is part of how this healing happens. Getting honest leads to getting brave, and getting brave leads to getting free.

A gentle reminder: You might already be feeling a bit of heaviness about diving into some of your own stories. This is normal. I invite you to go at your own pace, to give yourself permission to pause and to breathe. This is a process and not on a time line. Keep checking in with yourself as you read, and thank yourself for doing this work.

How Our Stories Come to Be

Throughout the book, I will use the word “story” often. You might be wondering, what exactly is a story? I think of our stories in two ways: what we’ve experienced and what we tell ourselves about what we’ve experienced. Say you’re trying a new recipe for a chocolate cake and you leave it in the oven too long—and it burns. The story you’ve experienced is: I burned the chocolate cake. The story you tell yourself about what you’ve experienced is: I can’t even make a chocolate cake.




Our stories are both what we’ve experienced, and what we tell ourselves about what we’ve experienced.
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Our stories can be both small (I can’t make this recipe correctly) and big (I’m a failure). Our stories can be both supportive (I tried a new recipe, and I did the best I could) and painful (I can’t even make a chocolate cake; I’ll never be able to cook anything right). They are not always true, but they get interpreted as true when we repeat them enough. Jill Bolte Taylor, a neuroanatomist, has shared that the lifespan of our emotions is approximately ninety seconds. Isn’t that wild? What I infer from this information is that it’s the stories we create about those emotions that stay with us, not the emotions. The emotions themselves are fleeting—until they become a story.

Without stories, an emotion is just an emotion. A feeling is just a feeling. An experience is just an experience. However, we humans are meaning-making machines. From the beginning of time, humans have been designed to make meaning of what happens in our lives as a form of self-protection. Life can be chaotic, uncertain, and overwhelming—making meaning of everything around and within us is a way to move forward with a perceived sense of safety.

As children, in particular, we desperately want to make sense of the world. Dr. Daniel Siegel, a professor of psychiatry and prominent neuropsychiatrist, has shared about the importance of what he calls the four s’s in attachment: Seen, Safe, Soothed, and Secure. Without experiencing these four s’s, it becomes easy for children to develop narratives about themselves in response to their needs not getting met. If you grew up in an environment of neglect, disconnection, chaos, uncertainty, or abuse (and this list could go on forever because adverse childhood experiences—an area widely studied by pediatrician and current surgeon general of California, Dr. Nadine Burke Harris—are expansive), you might have developed a story to keep yourself safe.

Examples:


	If your caregivers were often angry, you might have developed a story that you need to stay quiet and small in order to protect yourself from getting hurt.

	If your caregivers were unpredictable in their care for you, you might have learned the story that you aren’t deserving of regular care in order to manage your expectations when you didn’t receive care.

	If your caregivers physically or emotionally hurt you, you might have learned the story that something is wrong with you in order to make sense of a pain you did nothing to provoke.

	If your caregivers placed more value on what you did than who you were, you might have learned the story that to be good, you had to be perfect and productive in order to be seen by your caregivers.

	If your caregivers were experiencing their own mental health struggles, you might have learned the story that caring for others was more important than caring for yourself in order to normalize the reversal of caretaking roles.



In all these cases, children learned to make sense of their caregivers not knowing how to show up for them by molding themselves into who their caregivers needed them to be. Children learned that if they could just figure out the “right” way to be, maybe they would get the care they needed. You can see how this becomes a difficult burden to carry.

That’s the thing about making meaning. It starts off as a resource that supports us. But it gets tricky when the meaning we assign to things isn’t accurate. Deb Dana, a lead expert in Polyvagal Theory, often says that “story follows state.” By this, she means that our stories often follow our nervous system’s responses to the world. As we grow, what starts as a protective measure results in a story about ourselves that keeps us small, stuck, and disconnected.

Reflection questions to explore your own meaning-making:


	What was your relationship like with your caregivers?

	What messages did you frequently hear growing up?

	How might you have grown in order to make sense of your experiences?

	How did you learn you needed to be a certain way to maintain connection?

	What meaning have you made of what you’ve been through and learned?



Other Factors That Contribute to Our Stories

Even if you grew up in a relatively “healthy” household, your surrounding environment, culture, and community may have impacted the stories you developed about yourself. Our stories come from many different places, and sometimes the where is less important than understanding how our stories are showing up in our daily lives.

Family

As children, we are constantly taking in information from our caregivers. This starts before we are even born—our mother’s environment, self-talk, support, and experience begin affecting us as early as in utero. Studies show that prenatal stress, mood, and experience all impact the infant and even shape the brain as it develops. For example, studies indicate that stress hormones during pregnancy can influence the developing baby, which in turn can increase the risk for learning and behavioral challenges for these infants as they grow.


Some of the factors that shape our stories included family, trauma, environment, media, and society.


[image: ]



In many ways, our stories can start long before then. We inherit stories that aren’t even ours to carry. The study of intergenerational trauma explores how trauma is passed down from generation to generation through stories we inherit, whether we’re conscious of it or not. Our family’s history impacts who we are. It’s in our bodies. Take, for example, the children and grandchildren of Holocaust survivors. According to researchers, the descendants of people who lived through the Holocaust can have lower levels of cortisol, a hormone that helps us respond to stress, than their peers. This trauma changed their biology. The same can be said for other traumatic experiences our ancestors survived and later carried with them.

And once we’re born, we note everything we hear and see. We are tiny sponges, absorbing what we experience before we know how to understand clearly. If you witnessed your caregiver constantly criticizing their weight, you might internalize the story that being thin gives you more value. If you heard your caregiver dismissing their own emotions, you might internalize the story that emotions are to be hidden. If you saw your caregiver numb their pain with alcohol or shopping or food, you might internalize the story that hard stuff is to be numbed instead of felt. If you heard your caregiver telling you to “suck it up” or “stop being so sensitive,” you may have internalized that sensitivity is weak. When we don’t know better, we know what we know—and in childhood, what we know comes from what we see and experience.

Because many of our caregivers were rarely given tools, insights, or education about things like addressing trauma, regulating emotions, and building healthy relationships, they, too, were doing the best they could with what they knew. They didn’t have as much access to the information we now have about these themes. We’re all imperfect humans interacting with other imperfect humans, and this easily leads to inheriting beliefs and stories that don’t always reflect the truth of who we are.

It isn’t until we gain some independence that we can see the familial stories we’ve been living in. Once we do, we can choose to confront the stories we’ve inherited that we no longer want to participate in. This can feel threatening to our connection with family; it can create fear of being unloved, left out, or even shunned, which is why so many people continue going along with family beliefs, traditions, and stories that don’t actually reflect their values or truth.

Trauma

Along with intergenerational trauma, you may have also experienced personal trauma. Bessel van der Kolk, a leading trauma researcher, has shared that trauma is “anything that overwhelms the body’s ability to cope.” We often think of trauma as big events like a car accident or war, but trauma can also be the result of more repeatedly subtle yet impactful experiences: being emotionally neglected, not experiencing deep connection, having unstable environments or relationships, not getting your needs met, witnessing violence, living as a marginalized person in our society… There are many experiences that could qualify as trauma and are much more common than we think.
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