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  “Your Messy Brilliance is the medicine Western women need to feel whole and healthy at this pivotal time in history.”

  —Christiane Northrup, M.D., OB/GYN physician

  and New York Times–bestselling author

  “Kelly McNelis names something very important in Your Messy Brilliance, bringing to light the secret fear we all have at times that we’re too messed up to be good enough. Her message –– that where there’s no mess there’s no real becoming, no real life, no real brilliance –– is both a relief and a tremendous step forward for anyone caught in the trap of ‘I’m not good enough’ thinking. There’s a lot of good information, and a lot of good love in this book. I recommend it.”

  —Marianne Williamson, New York Times–bestselling

  author of A Return to Love and spiritual lecturer

  “Get rid of the ‘shoulds’! With her characteristic big-sisterly wisdom, Kelly McNelis encourages women to be their big, bad, messy, beautiful selves. A mixture of stories from real-life women and Kelly’s own gentle, humorous wisdom helps readers recognize that we’ve always had the power, deep within our messy brilliance!”

  ––Kris Carr, Wellness activist and

  New York Times–bestselling author

  “In her new book, Your Messy Brilliance, Kelly McNelis offers an engaging, intimate look at how claiming our messy brilliance can transform our relationship to womanhood, each other, and the world. I’ve always said that women are the world’s greatest untapped natural resource—and Kelly clearly shows us that when we free our attention and energy from the need to get it ‘right,’ we can experience our own pleasure and power in spades.”

  ––Regena Thomashauer, New York Times–bestselling

  author and founder of The School of Womanly Arts

  “Your Messy Brilliance will embolden you to be more open, more honest, more raw, and to finally accept that life does not need to be perfect in order to be wonderful.”

  —Kristina Kuzmic, Blogger, vlogger, public speaker,

  and exhausted (but happy) mom

  “I am so grateful to Kelly for writing this important book. Kelly is on the leading edge of paving a path to in-power-meant that so many women in this day and age need. We are discovering that power is not something that lives outside of us, or a costume we need to put on in order to be taken seriously. Our power is something that has always been within us, and the key to tapping into it is accepting our own wholeness. In her book and in the personal example of owning her beautifully messy, vibrant, and whole life, Kelly gives women permission to be their full selves. After all, it’s in the so-called ‘mistakes’ that we uncover our creativity and a sisterhood that is about embracing our gifts—not trying to one-up each other! Kelly has dedicated her life to uplifting women everywhere, and that is crystal clear in her book! I’m honored to be her friend and encourage women to let go of perfect and get messy with Your Messy Brilliance.”

  —HeatherAsh Amara, Author of Warrior Goddess Training

  “Your Messy Brilliance is the book that deserves to be on every woman’s nightstand. It’s an explosive exploration of all the gifts that make us who we are: the weavers and creators of beauty, culture, and connection. In this day and age, we reject our natural gifts and opt for lives that are hemmed in by outdated rules that don’t speak to our bodies and souls. Kelly McNelis’s book is a call to break the spell of monotony that has fallen over so many women’s lives in their quest for the ‘perfect’ life. This is a beautiful testament to the power of reconnecting with the feminine—something that we rarely truly acknowledge or appreciate—and allowing it to guide our journey. Kelly doesn’t profess to give you any generic answers, but the questions she raises are a delicious guide to coming back to yourself…exactly as you are.”

  —Sheila Kelley, Founder of S Factor

  “Kelly McNelis’s new book, Your Messy Brilliance, is a brave and practical guide through the clutter that stands in the way of our fullest potential. I highly recommend it.”

  —Barnet Bain, Award-winning motion-picture producer

  “As women come into a deeper understanding of our unique roles on the planet in a time of great change, Your Messy Brilliance offers a gentle reminder of our power in creating a new reality for everyone. Kelly McNelis makes a compelling argument for how personal transformation is global transformation. And when women join their hearts and truths and voices to the most pressing issues of our time, we step into new stories and rewrite outdated histories.”

  —Sunny Dawn Johnston, Bestselling author,

  speaker, and psychic medium

  “Women’s greatest barriers to our power are no longer outside of us—they lie within. Kelly McNelis’s Your Messy Brilliance powerfully illustrates the very specific ways these inner barriers show up as stories of lack, imperfection, and shame that shape our perception of ourselves and limit our possibilities—and thus our lives. Through her generous, insightful, and wise sharing, Kelly shows us that the way to liberation and power lies not in perfection but rather through embracing the messiness…and therein lies the grace.”

  —Claire Zammit, Ph.D., Founder, FemininePower.com

  “Fundamentally, Kelly McNelis’s Your Messy Brilliance is about self-love and radical self-acceptance. This book empowers you to take responsibility to live, love, and nurture yourself. You’ll be compassionately guided through the kind of massively deep inner and outer work that helps you come into alignment with your TRUTH and step into your full potential! That’s not always an easy ride, but through the seven tools and Kelly’s many success stories of women who’ve shared their messy brilliance with the world, you’ll find it in your heart to say yes to the adventure.”

  —Christine Hassler, Bestselling author of Expectation Hangover,

  master coach, and keynote speaker

  “Your Messy Brilliance makes the very convincing point that filling up our own cups (with more of who we are!) is the key to living more joyful, purposeful lives. It’s masterfully written by Kelly McNelis, living up to its comfortable title with the prose of a women’s advocate, leader, and teacher. Kelly, who comes from a messy background herself, speaks to the reader with heartfelt wisdom and teaches her simple step-by-step process in the most genuine way with just enough humor to entertain and delight. This book drives home the fact that you don’t have to be an Oprah or a Malala in order to make life happen. You just have to be more of who you already are deep, down inside and Kelly will help you do just that.”

  —Judy Goss, TV/radio show host, founder of

  What Women Want Networking

  “As women, we are being called to create a new story for the world. Your Messy Brilliance is a roadmap to unabashedly author our own stories and uncover our strength—exactly as we are—to shape the future we dream of.”

  —Jensine Larson, Founder, CEO of World Pulse

  “I love Kelly McNelis for having the guts and wisdom to live through and beyond her story, which she bravely shares in this book, as well as creating the platform and safety for other women to do the same. In 2017, there’s no pretending that some massively outdated systems aren’t still alive and prevalent in our culture, and it’s beyond time for them to go. With this book, Kelly is giving us all permission to get honest with ourselves, confront what isn’t working, and do something about it from a place of personal power and truth. To all of this, I am an enthusiastic “Hell yes!” and “Amen!”

  —Elizabeth DiAlto, Author of Untame Yourself and

  host of the Untame the Wild Soul podcast

  “Your Messy Brilliance is filled with wisdom and warm-heartedness. Kelly McNelis has courageously written a wonderful book that will aid the process of healing shame and reclaiming the True Self. I highly recommend it.”

  —Christopher Dines, Co-author of The Kindness Habit

  “Your Messy Brilliance is a series of life-changing tools that lovingly expose both our hangups and our limitless potential. Kelly McNelis skillfully offers Curiosity, Awareness, and Acceptance to wake us up and get us excited about the road ahead. Intuition and Choice provide the nutrients to support us in unpacking our limiting beliefs and proclaiming our deepest desires. Finally, we’re served both the keys to Manifestation and the warm glow of our Global Sisterhood. This journey will leave you forever shifted, stoked about life, and hungry for more.”

  —Cara Bradley, Author of On the Verge: Wake Up, Show Up, and Shine

  “Brilliant, wise, heartwarming, honest. Your Messy Brilliance is the book your younger self dreamed of owning so she would feel more powerful and self-loving as she moved through life’s ups and downs. For women of all ages and experiences, it is a fabulous guide for supporting you on your path now, no matter how messy it may appear. Kelly feels like an instant friend as she openly shares her journey and struggles while encouraging you to be more compassionate on yours. Great tips, tools, and guidance for owning all of your real self and full potential. Kelly’s messages will land in your heart, soften into your soul, and stay in your whole being for a long time.”

  —Molly McCord, M.A., Bestselling author, spiritual teacher,

  and business development guide

  “Honest and bracing, Kelly’s warm style of encouragement becomes an unwavering guide to unmasking our underlying truth as she leads us to recognize and accept our sloppy vulnerabilities and messy experiences as the brilliant gems they truly are: self-empowerment that had been dazzling within us all along”

  —Susan Frybort, Author of Open Passages and Hope Is a Traveler
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  For the women of the world.

  May you:

  Surrender to your passion so you can let it be the light that

  guides you on your path;

  Experience the freedom that is your birthright;

  Continue to discover your messy brilliance

  and fall in love with yourself in the process.
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  INTRODUCTION

  WELCOME TO YOUR MESSY

  BRILLIANCE
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    “I didn’t want to become anything other than my most vibrant, peaceful, and grateful self.”

    —Elizabeth Lesser, The Seeker’s Guide

  

  Let me start by telling you a secret. The thing you are looking for, that piece you might not even know is missing, is your messy brilliance.

  Your messy brilliance lives in the parts of you that you’d rather push down and keep hidden. It’s the secret that gets buried deep in the closet, never reaching the light of day. But only by embracing these hidden parts will you be able to step into the joy you have always longed for. Only then will you be able to make life happen, on your terms.

  Believe it or not, the foundation is already in place—we just might not know it yet. If only we truly knew what marvelous creatures we already are, we could fully understand that the universe conspired to create each one of us with our own unique combinations of genetic material, gifts, and challenges. We’d be so in awe of our lives that we would probably fall deeply, irrevocably in love with ourselves. All too often, many of us end up settling for a life that we aren’t in love with, or even worse, shrinking into joyless roles that don’t fulfill us at all. No matter where you are in your personal journey, my hope is that in the pages of this book, you will find the tools, the understanding, and the inspiration you need to take charge of your destiny.

  I believe that we all have the answers to find genuine fulfillment, but we simply need some help accessing them within ourselves. This book can show you how to do exactly that.

  I am guessing that you are here because you don’t want a how-to manual that will dish out easy pointers on how to land the man of your dreams, get that highly coveted promotion at work, or find an easy path to enlightenment. You picked up this book because you intuitively know that someone else’s version of perfection will not be the thing that saves you.

  Many of us resign ourselves to lives of dull predictability, but the woman who recognizes her messy brilliance signals that she is ready for a paradigm shift. She is the one whose disenchantment with the status quo will jar her out of the unsatisfying state of simply existing. The woman who embraces her messy brilliance knows that life is hers for the taking, and that—cellulite, stretch marks, and ADHD be damned—she deserves to own her destiny.

  The concepts in this book emerged from hard-earned wisdom that I have collected over many years of embracing my truth-telling journey, learning from women who have taught me what it means to be comfortable in my skin, and by humbly being a strong voice for other women who seek the peace that comes from full self-acceptance.

  As a passionate advocate for women across the world who are learning to make life happen on their terms, I’ve paid special attention to women who have achieved the kind of contentment and joy that so many of us find hard to come by. I have discovered seven tools that all of these women have used to access their most powerful and authentic selves. Tools that will inspire you to fully embrace a life that is messy and beautiful.

  While these tools can be customized to fit your own life, they are meant to help you reconnect with yourself, and offer the guidance you seek to have the powerful and purposeful life that you know is within your reach. The road to that life isn’t through a makeover; for me, it’s in simple shifts of perspective that take you deeper into who you already are and allow you to use your gifts to create what you most want.

  While many of us women who are alive in the 21st century have a world of opportunities at our fingertips—financial independence, quality education, legal rights, sexual freedom, and many other advantages that have been historically denied to us—our newfound social prerogatives haven’t necessarily led us to deeper fulfillment. Your Messy Brilliance will tap into something much more important.

  I wrote this book with the firm belief that each and every one of us is born into this world whole and in possession of all that we need to live joyful and passionate lives. Unfortunately, life gets messy, and at some point will throw us unexpected curveballs. When this happens, we will feel scared, anxious, confused, and a variety of other unpleasant emotions. But the essential question is: Do we let these dark moments overshadow our wholeness and keep us from living the life of our dreams—or do we move into them with the utmost self-love and compassion, actually embracing that messy brilliance we all possess?

  This journey requires your willingness to courageously shine light into your dark corners and claim all parts of yourself, from the brightest gifts and victories to the most painful traumas. With this book, we will connect with vital aspects of ourselves that are crucial to our wholeness and empowerment…and that perhaps we’ve never even viewed as being valuable. You will free yourself from victimhood, powerlessness, and self-sabotage—and discover that, in offering love to yourself, warts and all, you touch the bedrock of your own brilliance and wisdom.

  GETTING TO MY BRILLIANCE

  They say the only way out of a bad situation is through it, and in many ways, my life is a testament to that idea—although I didn’t realize it until much later.

  At the age of four, I was sexually abused by my father. My foundation was rocked, and my innocence and unadulterated trust were stolen. I no longer walked around with a sense of ease, curiosity, and trust that the world was a good and kind place. Suddenly, I was erecting walls and weaving safety nets to keep me from being hurt by others. This, coupled with a turbulent and abusive household, led me to some dark beliefs regarding myself, people I loved, and the world around me—beliefs that affected the choices I would make as an adult.

  I’ll tell you more about these choices later in the book, but for now, please know that I do not share this part of my story so that you will feel sorry for me. I share it because, even though your own path may be very different from mine, we have all had traumatic experiences, and many of us hide these from the world—and ourselves. But as long as we stay afraid of what’s lurking in the dark corners, we will never get to experience our wholeness… which includes every single aspect of our story.

  The horrible secret of my abuse was something I didn’t want anyone else to ever discover, so I did a very good job of building the façade of being strong and capable. I was tough, or so I told myself, and I began to believe the false story I’d spun. Burying the truth was the only way I knew how to deal with my trauma. In a sense, it was the beginning of the process that many of us experience when we build our armor and erect our protective defenses.

  There were other challenges. I was accustomed to moving from school to school, city to city, as my father was alternately promoted and fired. At the age of eight, it looked like things were finally going to gel into the stable life I yearned for. We had just bought a new house, and I had the perfect bedroom—all of my furniture and walls were painted purple (my favorite color to this day), and I’d hand-picked every pillow, every picture, and every doll in the room. Life was beautiful, exactly the way it was supposed to be—or so I thought. Although it appeared that we had it all together, the foundation was fracturing below our feet. There were drunken fights. There were nights when I closed my door and hid inside my perfect violet haven while storms raged around me. Within a year, we lost everything, and the seemingly solid surface of my life cracked wide open.

  By fifth grade, my parents had divorced, my father had gone into rehab, and I had attended five different schools within the year. It felt like I transitioned from riches to rags overnight, but unlike the fairy tales of my childhood, no magical beings came to my rescue and restored me to my previous comfort. After moving into an apartment in the inner city, we lived among people whose demons—in the form of drugs or other addictions, violence, and struggle—seemed to dominate the landscape. In the midst of this downward spiral, I found my determination, which became a guiding factor in my own life. Suddenly, I was my own pillar of strength…my own parent.

  This role wasn’t merely a defense mechanism—it was a survival tactic. I learned to hide the wounded, scared little girl within me, whose beauty I would only discover many years later.

  And when I finally found her, I realized her strength had always been in her messiness and vulnerability rather than her sense of control and ability to “make things right.”

  That realization isn’t one that came to me easily. In fact, the very idea of messiness used to be terrifying. We are indoctrinated to pretend that we know what we’re doing, and to believe that we’re in control of our lives—and if we’re not, then it’s somehow our fault. None of us feels particularly safe sticking our vulnerable areas out there for the world to see and judge. But the truth is, when we try to shove our tender spots into little boxes and hide them away, we end up feeling that we are holding the entire weight of the world on our shoulders.

  In my own case, I was so determined to separate from my childhood wounds that I swung to the opposite end of the spectrum as an adult by attempting to become the “perfect” wife and mom. My first husband was a loving man who had a good job and a solid home. In my mind’s eye, this was as good as it got, and after he wooed me with a romantic proposal on the shores of Saint Maarten in the Caribbean, I thought that marriage would give me a new lease on life.

  Unfortunately, even though I created three beautiful children with him, as well as what looked like an ideal life to the outside observer, the new lease I was looking for never came. I quickly discovered that he had a clear image of who he wanted his partner to be, and it certainly wasn’t me. It’s not that he misled me—I was just too caught in my own fantasy to inquire into his. As I began to grow into my power, to excel in my career, and to collect like-minded friends who believed in me, the emotional chasm between my husband and me became more apparent. And I felt more trapped.

  In retrospect, I understand that when we try to be something that we aren’t, it simply does not work. Psychologists use the term cognitive dissonance to describe the inconsistency between who we are on the inside and what we are doing on the outside. The result is that we can’t help but feel anxious, even if we can’t quite put our finger on the cause of our unhappiness. If we don’t heal the schism within us, we ultimately become so unhappy and unfulfilled that we lose our spark.

  Getting clear about who I was and what I wanted was hard work—and at times, still is. But as the threads of my old life began to unravel, I saw that many of the choices I’d made had come from a place of avoidance and fear rather than the pursuit of joy. Suddenly I was committed to getting real, and this had everything to do with finding and embracing my own messy brilliance.

  HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

  The journey to finding and claiming your brilliance is not a straight, easy path. It’s, well, messy!

  The seven tools I outline in this book are Curiosity, Awareness, Acceptance, Intuition, Choice, Manifestation, and The Infinite Roadmap. Together, we examine the unique story that each of us has. We’ll tackle how to cultivate imperfection and move past shame and self-judgment. We will unapologetically be ourselves and access our true power. We’ll learn how to make choices that move us out of victimhood and into a recognition of that power. And we will make our dream lives happen by taking conscious action.

  I’ve seen these tools work in the lives of thousands of women and men as they travel into the brave new world of their messy brilliance. The tools are all about letting you realize your true potential as a divinely messy human being! That is a gift! You’re not going to be prompted to lob off any parts of you in order to be “perfect” (whatever that is!); rather, you will be guided to relax even more deeply into yourself, and to become even more of who you already are.

  Now, that’s the ultimate recipe for a life worth living.

  The exercises you’ll find in each tool are meant to be starting points. Using the reflections and activities as inspiration, give yourself permission to customize your journey any way you want to. At the end of each chapter, there are three different options for exploring each tool (Level 1: Simple Fix; Level 2: Digging Deeper; Level 3: Diving In). If a particular activity resonates with you, jump right in. If it doesn’t, or if you aren’t quite ready to go there, be kind to yourself and take baby steps. You are welcome to add your own variations, skip an exercise and come back to it tomorrow or years from now, and use your curiosity (the first tool!) to organically build the tools into your daily habits.

  Although Your Messy Brilliance covers the importance of unfurling along with the great mystery that is existence itself, connecting with what you want will help you navigate uncertainty. So, try to identify what you wish to get out of this book every single time you pick it up by setting a simple intention.

  Remember that your intention doesn’t have to be huge and all-encompassing. Maybe you want to figure out how you can better communicate with your spouse today. Or perhaps you want to create more time in your daily routine for the things you love to do. The act of setting an intention is far more important than the actual intention itself. The point is, when you transition from wishful thinking to bold, precise intention-setting, you demonstrate your commitment to choosing things that serve your highest good. That way, you will move closer to your desired consequences.

  As you’re reading the book, here are some guiding questions to help you set your intention:

  
    What is one thing I want to get out of this book today?

    What is an obstacle I am currently dealing with?

    What skill or quality would I like to cultivate?

    What kind of life change am I wanting to make?

  

  Whatever your intention, let this book be a partner and a guide on your journey to knowing, claiming, and loving your messy brilliance. Take the concepts that resonate with you and allow them to be inspirations for creating your own beautiful life. Reclaim your right to joy, pleasure, and gigantic belly laughs—even, and especially, in the midst of painful transitions and rock-bottom times. Remember that your essential wholeness isn’t dependent on someone else’s rules for what it takes to live a meaningful life. Instead of giving up your vices, embrace your innate beauty, strengths, and complexity—and forgive yourself! It’s not a matter of achieving distant enlightenment; it’s about locating your essential brilliance in your gorgeous body, right in this very moment.

  In the spirit of adventure, take my hand and accompany me on what is sure to be a profound and life-changing journey.

  Big love,

  Kelly McNelis


  

  CHAPTER 1

  THE TRUTH IS…
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    “We can’t find our path without getting messy. Messy comes with the territory. We came in messy. We learn messy. We love messy. We leave messy. I never found my way to clarity without first befriending confusion, in all its chaotic forms. I never found a path that felt like home before falling into quicksand. I never established a new way of being without trying the wrong way of being on for size. I never found the light without stumbling around in the dark. I never tasted God before getting a little dirt in my mouth.”

    —Jeff Brown, Love It Forward

  

  So, let me ask you an honest question: How do you feel about that word messy? What is your immediate gut reaction when I tell you that the thing you absolutely want to get into contact with isn’t necessarily some magical remedy that will simplify your life and give you a “system” for getting things in order?

  Be honest here. Seriously, it won’t hurt my feelings! I know that different feelings get triggered when people hear the word messy. For some, it might prompt associations with a filthy house, stacked with piles of clutter and dirty dishes. For others, it might remind them of how frustrating it is have one’s attention torn in so many directions, to be constantly swayed by distractions. Or it might make you think of the pain of confusion, self-doubt, and the other shadows that lurk beneath the surface.

  Messiness is all of these things, and it’s so much more. As humans, we live in unpredictable territory, so messiness is a fact of life—one that often gets sidelined by our obsession with perfection. In order to come across as the perfect mother, lover, teacher, or expert, so many of us think we have to sacrifice the very thing that makes us so wonderful: our humanness. We think that in order to be loved, we have to be seen as “good”: as agreeable, orderly, nice, and perfect.

  
    Embracing your messiness is not about striving for perfection. It’s about opening fully to every aspect of your life.

  

  So you might be wondering: How the hell do I do that?

  The most important starting point is exactly where you are. It is the place where you discover your truth. Where you acknowledge your innate wisdom and everything it has taken, from the scenic detours to the uphill climbs, to get you to this moment.

  The truth can only be recognized in this moment. And the truth is, there is no magic bullet. There is no yoga retreat, self-help doctrine, perfectly enlightened guru, or one-size-fits-all formula that will put you on the fast track to peace and joy. If anything, we’ve got it all backwards. The tendency to escape our lives through spiritual detachment or a surefire technique that’ll lead us to the future we only dream about keeps us from the marvelous, beautiful, complex truth of who we are right now. And let me tell you—that truth, just like your brilliance, is messy…in fact, way messier than you might have previously imagined.

  The journey you will take through your own messy brilliance is the journey of a lifetime. It is one that will lead you to a more intact, positive, and empowering relationship with yourself—and by “yourself,” I mean all parts of you: from the aspects that are obviously brilliant to the qualities you may have pushed underground in an effort to be seen as more loveable, more feminine, more fill-in-the-blank-with-your-drug-of-choice.

  In embracing your messiness, you will dive into your dynamic wholeness, and this is the very thing that will lead you to more aliveness and self-acceptance. As women, our messiness, our too-muchness, our wild and un-manicured emotional landscapes, are aspects of our beauty that we’ve been conditioned to be wary of. Let’s come back to those untamed places and recognize how they contribute to our vibrancy and joy.

  OWNING YOUR MESSY BRILLIANCE

  Many of us are walking around in a state of self-delusion and guardedness, regardless of whether or not we have experienced trauma early in life. In a twisted way, this is part of the human condition. We internalize the tragedy and shame of our experiences to such an extent that we end up locking ourselves behind iron fortresses. In our need to keep ourselves from being hurt, we deny the very parts of our being that most need our unconditional love and acceptance.

  Part of my own journey into my messiness has been the willingness to pull all of the fragments of my life together. I am not simply a survivor of incest. I am a devoted mom, daughter, wife, and friend. I am a proud mother of three, and now, a stepmother to three additional powerful humans. I am a businesswoman who created a global community of women of all ages, ethnicities, and backgrounds to exchange authentic dialogue and support each other in creating a powerful new vision for our lives. And, of course, intertwined with all these aspects of me are others that I might not always like to admit to. Sometimes, I drink too much wine. I yell at my kids. I get angry and defensive, impatient, and judgmental with my loved ones when I feel threatened, betrayed, or hurt.

  So, ask yourself: Who am I? What are the many identities I’ve accumulated? What are the qualities that make me who I am? What would it look like for me to embrace all of me?

  In many ways, facing the truth about who you are is equivalent to treating your challenging circumstances as spiritual compost. Most of us end up shoving that compost into our bodies and subconscious minds and ignoring it for the rest of our lives. This can lead to a false sense of control (“I’ve got my shit together, so don’t even think of telling me otherwise”) or a mysterious tendency toward self-sabotage. But when we embrace the messiness of our lives, from the not-so-idyllic childhood to the painful divorce that broke our heart open, and everything and anything in between, these factors become fertilizer for the growth of our most inspiring selves.

  Embracing your messy brilliance is about owning all of your stories, experiences, strengths, and weaknesses—and treating them with an enormous amount of compassion, and sometimes even a healthy dose of humor. This can only happen when you find yourself responding to both bliss and pain with a sense of fascinated curiosity. Like eager children, we walk through the dark house, opening all the doors we were taught to keep locked—even if, sometimes, it scares the shit out of us.

  When we get curious, we leave room for self-acceptance. Unfortunately, most of us are taught to judge ourselves from an early age. When we judge aspects of ourselves, we hide from the full truth of who we are. Women in particular are masters of compartmentalization, of showing the world only what we want them to see and shoving the rest of it into the pile of skeletons in our mental closet. But the sad thing about this tactic is that hiding in order to keep ourselves safe or loved is just about the most dangerous thing we can do. Even if we experience validation from the outside world, our spirit knows the cost of accepting mediocrity over truth. The voices of self-judgment, doubt, fear, and loathing never fade—over time, they simply get louder and louder in the tiny space of a self-imposed prison.
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