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[image: Images]     This book is dedicated to my mother, Marjorie Ann Pattison Whitehead, who selflessly gave from her whole heart and enabled me to learn to do the same, through the process of saying goodbye. One of my biggest supporters during this writing process was my sister Susan Whitehead, who passed away unexpectedly as I was finalizing my manuscript. This book is also dedicated to her and her willingness to believe in me and support me.





Author’s Note


[image: Images]     All of the paintings included in the chapters of this book that are not of purple butterflies are original watercolors by my mother, Marjorie Ann Pattison Whitehead. The painting of the purple butterfly was a hand-painted gift from my good friend Liza, and was painted by her daughter Raleigh. The watercolor painting in the Epilogue was painted by the author.
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Introduction


[image: Images]     I grew up in Houston, Texas, in a big family. My four sisters and I were all close in age, born within an eight-year time frame. My childhood and young adulthood was by turns chaotic and comforting, complex and simple, hurtful and joyful, mainly because of the law of large numbers. As I have grown older and, I hope, wiser, and now as a mother of two teenagers myself, I have adapted and thrived, in large part as a result of my upbringing.


As I examine my expansion into my authentic self through writing this book, I appreciate what an amazing transformation I have undergone, both through courage and by choice. I have transitioned from expecting certain outcomes to finding joy in accepting reality as it is and people as they are, from hiding behind masks to enjoying each day as my true self, and from being afraid of the unknown to practicing daily gratitude for the gray that fills in the edges between the black and white of my life.


As a child, I learned to act in ways designed to please others. Through this process, I created many masks to wear based on the expectations I held for myself and based on the beliefs of others. Each appearance or mask was shaped by the “should” view I carried in my mind about my various roles: a sister, a daughter, a friend, and then, later, a leader at work, a parent. But as I started to question my expectations and the various masks I chose to wear, I was able to see clearly that hiding behind these masks concealed the authentic human I am at my core, and wearing the masks hindered my freedom of expression.


Throughout this writing process, I have reflected on and questioned myself and my own beliefs, what I expect of myself, how I react in situations, and whether I am able to persevere when something turns out differently than I expected or someone changes their response from one I have come to trust. After I learned to question the expectations I had of myself, I started to question my expectations of my loved ones and friends—how each of them would react in different situations, what they would feel or do, and how they would stay true to their word. I learned that as I transitioned through big life changes—such as moving from Texas to California, away from my family, and choosing to get married—my heart began to open and I was able to consciously shift my expectations and joyfully accept life as it is, versus how I thought it was or how I wanted it to be.


Now that I have given myself permission to take off my masks and live each day as my true self, I have chosen to dig deep into my heart and acknowledge my greatest passions and desires. Before that, I felt lost without a rudder, unsure of life, and more fear-based. Now, my friends and family would say my true self is a loyal, practical, courageous, and compassionate mother, friend, and sister. After five decades of life, I am finally comfortable in my own skin, regardless of what others think, and rejoice each day in the authentic me I have become.


My development up to this point is grounded in my exposure to religion and faith-based concepts, starting when I was a young girl. I grew up going to church most Sundays with my family. The first church I remember was First Christian Church, which we attended for only a few years after moving to Houston, when I was two years old, and of which I have two distinct memories: one of my baptism, and one of a memorial service for my maternal grandfather. However, I spent most of my years before college as a member of the First Presbyterian Church, where I attended Sunday school and church service most weeks with my family.


Over the years, I became very involved in the church, as I found it a welcoming and inviting place. I felt like I belonged there. I sang in the youth choir, took snow-skiing trips, and taught a bible study class when I was in eighth grade. At the time, I assumed that everyone who attended church gave it their full attention and focus and had a strong faith, just as I was developing. However, as I entered tenth grade, I started to observe the congregants around me more closely and realized that was not the case.


This eye-opening process led me to a place of starting to question the very faith that had been my foundation, my rock, and my source of stability at the time. I was a strong-willed young lady and a little stubborn. I held rigid beliefs that life was black and white. I started to cut back on how much I was attending regular Sunday church service and began my process of questioning people’s motives for attending church. In turn, I began to discover that life has a whole lot of gray that fills in the spaces left between black and white. I realized that each of us is experiencing something different at any given moment in time, something that may not be visible outwardly. I also started to shape my understanding of and belief in grace as a way to acknowledge that each of us is doing the best we can with the tools we have been given.


Over decades, and after surviving two major life transitions merely three years apart—going through a divorce with two small children and losing my mother—I have transitioned to practicing daily gratitude for all that is in my life, especially for the opportunity to wake up and be healthy enough to enjoy each day to its fullest. And I have returned to my spiritual roots, this time more expansively than I experienced my beliefs when I was a teenager. Now, as an adult, I experience gratitude for the strong faith I have in a power greater than myself, and for the many blessings that come with letting go, without fear or question.


I grew up in a home that espoused traditional Midwestern values and a sense of loyalty and commitment. While I was raised in Texas, my parents were both born in Indiana, my mom in La Fontaine and my dad in Anderson. My parents met at an Indiana University (IU) event while my mother was still in school there for her undergraduate degree. She was with another man at the event, someone my father knew from his work as a dormitory guidance counselor. The next day, my father asked this man if he was romantically interested in my mom. When he said no, my dad asked for her phone number. My parents started dating shortly after that, fell in love, and were married after an eight-month courtship.


At the beginning of their marriage, they moved around for my dad’s work in university administration. He spent eight years at Texas Tech University, during which time my three oldest sisters were born. In 1960, my parents moved back to Bloomington, Indiana, from Lubbock, Texas, so my dad could return to school at Indiana University. The sister closest to my age and I were both born in Bloomington while my father worked at IU and completed his doctoral degree. All seven of us lived in a two-bedroom apartment during those years, and while space was scarce, I felt love as I came into this world. When I was two years old, my father graduated from IU and accepted a position as associate dean of students at the University of Houston, and we moved to a three-story house just two blocks from the Texas Medical Center and Rice University.


My mother was a quiet leader in her own right. Her goal in raising my sisters and me seemed to be to empower us to believe that we could accomplish anything we desired. She indulged all of our individual passions and yet somehow made me feel as I were the only person who mattered when I spent time with her.


My parents were happily married for fifty-five years. Their marriage ended when my mother passed away at age seventy-seven, when I was forty-three. She was diagnosed with rectal cancer as I was going through a divorce with two young children, ages two and four. Following her diagnosis, she started treatment with traditional Western methods: radiation and chemotherapy, followed by surgery, but she quickly felt in her body that while that regimen was killing the cancer cells, the drugs were also killing her healthy cells. She suffered many of the debilitating side effects of chemotherapy, including mouth sores, diarrhea, and dry eyes. After she had surgery, she was able to withstand only a portion of her chemotherapy treatments. A year and a half later, when she discovered the cancer had metastasized into her lungs, she was determined to have a good quality of life for whatever time she had left. She chose to take Chinese herbs daily and receive weekly acupuncture treatments. She lived fairly comfortably for another year and a half using these Eastern-medicine techniques, in addition to taking daily walks around her neighborhood on Lake Austin.


Mom taught me so very much, both in her fruitful living years and in her last year on Earth. She was a voracious reader, always questioning the status quo and expanding her traditional faith to incorporate more metaphysical beliefs. Even in dying, she gave me an eye-opening and heartfelt opportunity to learn from her views. One important lesson she taught me through the process was that we don’t really have to say goodbye to our loved ones as they pass from physical life. Rather, as they transition and take on the form of angels, they remain engaged in our lives by watching over us, cheering us on through our many joys and supporting us through our tribulations. And sometimes, if we are open to believing it is possible, our loved ones boldly make themselves known and forever change our physical lives for the better.


When I watched the 2012 movie Brave with my children, memories of me as a stubborn and strong-willed young girl flooded my thoughts, reminding me of how determined I was to make my own path in life without having much of a relationship with my own mother. Although I realize in hindsight how much loving grace and support without boundaries she afforded me when I was a young girl, how many chances she gave me to let her into my life and my heart, I struggled to give her full credit for empowering me at the time. Feeling deep love did not always come easily to me. My sense is that because I was raised by parents who had multiple advanced degrees and who valued intellectual, thought-provoking discussions, I lived from a place of intellectual and mental focus. In this environment, I was always seeking to understand the big picture and why things were the way they were. I felt most comfortable thinking or doing, versus being and feeling.


Now, though, as I watched Brave with my own children, I saw the movie as a gentle nudge to remember not just where I came from but also who I had grown to be, all that I had survived and evolved through, and I decided that maybe it was a good time to turn my story into a book.


Then, at church the next morning, our pastor ended his talk with a challenge for all of us “to seek what we were put here to do.” He talked about how each of us has special talents and gifts that we are meant to share. He ended by saying, “God loves us. Now what? Go out and do something.” Here was another voice speaking to me, nudging me forward. And here I am, venturing into the unknown to share my story of how my heart was able to expand and feel deep love beyond any boundaries my mind was able to imagine.


In the midst of my pain about my divorce and my mother’s death, I struggled to understand what love really was and started to question my beliefs. Without my husband or my mother at my side, I felt a gaping void where my heart should have been; as if it had been ripped out of my body and a deep ravine had cut through the middle of my chest in its place. After losing two people I had been so connected to, I wondered how I would survive without either of them.


I stumbled through life in those days almost blindly. Because I inherited the lifelong-learner trait from my mother, I started reading book after book, hoping to find meaning in the word “love.” I also experimented with different types of healing therapy, from healing touch to cranial-sacral therapy, to help my body and soul recover.


After many therapeutic experiments and countless books, I finally found a worthwhile definition of “love” in the book The Gifts of Imperfection, a birthday gift from my friend Karen. The definition is based on author Brené Brown’s thorough research and decades of interviews:


Love: We cultivate love when we allow our most vulnerable and powerful selves to be deeply seen and known, and when we honor the spiritual connection that grows from the offering with trust, respect, kindness, and affection. Love is not something we give or get; it is something that we nurture and grow, a connection that can only be cultivated between two people when it exists within each one of them—we can only love others as much as we love ourselves. Shame, blame, disrespect, betrayal, and the withholding of affection damage the roots from which love grows. Love can only survive these injuries if they are acknowledged, healed, and released.


Belonging: Belonging is the innate human desire to be part of something larger than us. Because this yearning is so primal, we often try to acquire it by fitting in and by seeking approval, which are not only hollow substitutes for belonging, but often barriers to it. Because true belonging only happens when we present our authentic, imperfect selves to the world, our sense of belonging can never be greater than our level of self-acceptance.


Dr. Brown talks about how love and belonging are connected and how our truest self is our most vulnerable and authentic self. Her concepts mirror many of the lessons I have chosen to take away from my heart-opening journey to authenticity. For example, I know now that the many masks I learned to wear were founded on my quest to strive for perfection, in my schoolwork, in my relationships, and, later, in my work life. If only I did more or tried harder, I thought, I would reach perfection. Sadly, that is not a very warm place to be and left me feeling empty. Because of my fierce determination in gripping tightly to the person I thought I was, and because of my stubbornness about not letting go of my ego and trusting my faith, my path to healing was long and circuitous. As I stand here on the other side of these many experiences, some ten years later, I believe that the nature of the process and the choice I ultimately made to expand my faith were what allowed me to achieve authenticity and venture into a more complete and rewarding way of life.


As I questioned my faith in my late teens and early adult years, I grew more afraid of the unknown. I held on tight to my beliefs and to concepts that made me feel safe. Or so I thought at the time. For example, I loved butterflies as a child and went to several butterfly museums when I was growing up. I remember standing in awe in the glass enclosed butterfly rooms as I watched many different kinds of butterflies move about the space, seemingly so effortlessly. I never saw a purple butterfly in any of those museums or in pictures in books, so I used to think purple butterflies were a creative and lovely figment of my imagination but not real in nature.


However, as I deepened my faith and my ability to love with my heart wide open, my perceptions began to shift and I became more open to believing in miracles and things that my mind had not yet comprehended—open to trusting that there was more to life than what I had seen or could see. I learned through experience that if I believed something could be possible, in some cases it was. Purple butterflies were one example. While I had never seen one in nature, I chose to believe they were real. Now, my changing beliefs about them have come to represent the arc of my personal evolution that this book is intended to convey: my heart-opening journey to authenticity, a daily practice of gratitude, and expansive joy.


The more joy we have, the more nearly perfect we are. My transition from living life from a place of fear to trusting my faith in something greater than myself has opened my eyes to a whole new world. As I have reflected on my experience of living through two major life transitions within a three-year span, I have realized the amazing shift I have made is due to the lasting gift of love from my now-deceased mother, and to my courage, and to the choice I made to expand into more of who I am at my core as everything about life as I knew it changed. My intention in sharing my story is to provide firsthand examples from my own heart-opening expansion that will encourage you to believe that you, too, can form new beliefs and new connections and elevate your experience to a higher level of authenticity. Thank you for reading.





Chapter 1:

Venturing into the Unknown
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Do the one thing you think you cannot do. Fail at it. Try again. Do better the second time. The only people who never tumble are those who never mount the high wire. This is your moment. Own it.
—Oprah Winfrey


My mom came into this world a warrior, weighing in at just four pounds at birth on March 9, 1929. It was a miracle that she lived at all. She was the lone survivor of four children born to her mother and father. Her brothers and sisters were also very small and died either at birth or shortly thereafter. As a result, Mom grew up an only child, born under the sign of Pisces. In her journal, she captured some key descriptors of her sign: “generous, compassionate, receptive, imaginative, and efficient”—all representative of the mother I came to know as the youngest of her five daughters.


Her mother was on the city council of the Indiana town of six hundred people where she grew up, and her father owned the only gas station and auto-repair garage. My mom described to me how her mother pushed her hard to succeed and even acknowledged sometimes that she was doing things in such a way that my mom would not be spoiled. I never got a chance to know my maternal grandmother, as she died when I was only four, but I imagine she carried such deep pain in her heart from losing three children that it hindered her from having any kind of truly loving relationship with my mom.


Nevertheless, when I was growing up, my mom was always smiling and always seemed calm. She appeared to know all, had a solution to every problem, and seemed to possess every possible skill needed to raise five girls born within an eight-year time span, seemingly effortlessly and with great love. Many people described Mom as Betty Crocker, Donna Reed, and Mother Teresa, without the notoriety, all combined in one person. She could make any occasion seem special, such as when she played the piano at home. I would sit in the green chair behind her and listen as her fingers floated seemingly effortlessly across the keys. The emotion and mood she created as she played sounded as elegant as a concert recital.


Mom had an innate joy and passion for being creative in other ways besides playing the piano. She was always open to engaging in arts-and-crafts projects, including papier-mâché and sewing, and brought her playful self to each endeavor. As an only child herself, Mom wanted her children to have lots of playmates. She was always offering for us to bring friends home from school and planned countless slumber parties. Our home became a destination for our friends, and Mom became a mother of sorts to her many “adopted” daughters. I still laugh every time I think about how our house became known as the Cheese House. Mom would buy cheddar cheese in bulk from the meatpacking plant; it came in a huge half-moon shape that took up half of a shelf in the refrigerator. My friends and I would pull out the cheese after school and cut slices to snack on, then wrap it up and return it to the shelf.


In July 2003, in Boulder, Colorado, I was struggling through a heart-wrenching life transition: a divorce from the father of my four-year-old son and two-year-old daughter. He and I had reached a point of irreconcilable differences, although I never could have predicted that, given how strong our relationship was in its early years.


It was eight years earlier when I had met him, in 1995. I was at work one day when Mike, the guy across the hall from me at work, stopped by to catch up. He was excited to tell me that he had hired a new salesperson, a man from North Carolina, whom he had worked with before. Mike said this new employee went by his middle name, Leslie, and that he was moving out to San Francisco to run the western territory. In addition to sharing what a great person and successful salesman his friend was, Mike mentioned that he thought Leslie and I would enjoy spending time together.


Mike convinced me to be brave and oblige the introduction. I was very nervous and not sure how to handle myself or what to say. It had been a long time since I had been out on a date and I was out of practice. However, my heart had already begun to expand by that time, so I was definitely more open to new experiences than I had been in the past.


The next week, Leslie came to Austin for training. Mike came by my office to get me, and I followed him down to the training room to meet Leslie. I can remember that day like it was yesterday. Leslie was a tall, dark-haired, handsome man with a warm smile. We shook hands, and I felt electricity between us immediately. Although I was uncomfortable showing my interest, since we were at work, I was not able to hold back my emotions entirely. I felt a blush sear my cheeks, and for a minute, I felt as if my face were on fire. I turned my head away, embarrassed, yet I could still feel Leslie looking at me.


Our introduction was short-lived, as he had to go back to training. He said he wanted to talk more and asked for my phone number. He was flying back out to San Francisco later that afternoon. I went back upstairs grinning from ear to ear, excited and full of energy and still feeling the blush on my cheeks. What just happened? I asked myself, even as I was already starting to think about what I would say the next time we spoke.


Leslie called the next day. He was getting settled in his new apartment in Sausalito and lived a mile from the San Francisco Bay. As we talked, he told me that he had grown up in Charlotte, North Carolina, and had four siblings. I didn’t often meet someone else from a big family like mine; it felt comforting to me and established something familiar between us right away. We started talking on the phone most days, some days for hours, and e-mailed some as well, getting to know each other over several weeks. Every time I talked to him, passion and excitement filled in more space that my fear had once occupied.


Since he was in sales and I was leading our healthcare business unit, Leslie was determined to find healthcare sales opportunities that we could pursue together. He secured some meetings for us in Oakland, and I went out for a visit, where I confirmed my sense that something special was growing between us. I also became comfortable enough with him to take a weekend trip to San Francisco. I planned to stay with my sister who lived there but also intended to spend time with Leslie while I was there.


I loved the outdoors, and Leslie’s idea of a first date was hiking in Muir Woods. We walked along under the gentle-giant redwood trees that reached far up into the sky, standing peaceful yet strong in the wind. I felt as if we had escaped to a magical place. We started holding hands as we hiked. After a couple of miles, we stopped to rest on a bench, and then he leaned over and kissed me. The blush spread all the way across my face as I beamed at him. We continued hiking for several hours and then went to dinner, where I started to get sad, as I knew our invigorating time together had to come to an end. We kissed goodbye as he dropped me off at my sister’s house.


That night, as I prepared to go to sleep, I decided maybe Mike was right about Leslie and me: unique and lovely feelings for him were indeed growing in my heart. And those feelings appeared to be mutual, as Leslie soon approached me to figure out when we could see each other again.


A month later, we met in San Diego for a business meeting on a Friday morning. We both felt fortunate to have a work excuse to reconnect and spend another weekend together. We spent the day at Sea World and bought matching sweatshirts. Leslie had done his research on romantic places to eat and had made reservations for dinner at the Marine Room in La Jolla. I was surprised and excited that here was someone working hard to win my heart. It had been many, many years since a man had paid so much attention to me.


As we sat and ate dinner, waves crashed up against the window. I felt as if we were the only people in the restaurant as I looked in his eyes. He put his hand on my arm and smiled. His charm and wit swept me away. He also had a great sense of humor, which I loved and which was quite a change from what I had known growing up with an always-serious father. As my heart and my faith in something bigger than myself continued to expand, I felt the joy and playfulness of this love growing between us begin to command my daily focus, more than my fear of my heart getting stomped on did.
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