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			Praise for Unpacking Bliss

			“Unpacking Bliss: The Suitcase Theory of Life is an extraordinary guide to discovering the flow you were born to live in. Sandi and Stacie don’t just offer wisdom; they offer a transformation. They invite you to step beyond the patterns that have kept you stuck and into a life where your natural genius leads the way. With the perfect blend of practical tools and deep spiritual insight, this book gives you the clarity, confidence, and connection to align with your highest path. If you’re ready to move from striving to thriving, this is your map to a life of purpose, fulfillment, and joy.

			– Roger James Hamilton, Founder, Genius Group, NY Times Best Selling Author, Creator of Wealth Dynamics and Talent Dynamics

			“Unpacking Bliss is a loving invitation to (re)connect with your voice, discover your superpowers, and speak your truth even when, and especially when, life is messy. It’s a treasure trove of wisdom on how to release the need for control and certainty, cultivate deeper self-compassion and self-trust, and take radical ownership of your life. It’s a must-read!”

			– Alexia Vernon, executive communication coach and author of Step into Your Moxie: Amplify Your Voice, Visibility, and Influence in the World

			“The beating heart of Unpacking Bliss is the belief that all of us can find joy and bliss. Thank you Sandi and Stacie for sharing with us how to pack our suitcases with purpose, self-trust and core values. Your book lifted my spirit!

			– Dr. Arthur Schwartz, President, Character.org

			“Unpacking Bliss is an inspiring roadmap for anyone seeking to navigate life’s twists and turns with resilience and joy. With heartfelt stories and actionable guideposts, this book empowers readers to unpack emotional baggage, rediscover their innate bliss, and build a life of fulfillment. I’ve had the privilege of working with Sandi and Stacie, witnessing them birth their businesses and visions. They are exceptional leaders creating a wave of impact that is long overdue. Their stories not only inspire but also compel you to join their movement. This book is a must-read for anyone ready to transform their life and embrace their innate bliss.

			– Lisa Chastain, thought leader, best-selling author, personal finance expert, host of The Real Money Podcast, and keynote speaker helping women transform their relationship with money
 and achieve financial success.

			“Tender and strong. Inner and outer. Story and teaching. Unpacking Bliss is metaphorical salve for a hurting world ready for change. A beautiful read I highly recommend!”

			– Dr. Darcy Lord, Self-Love Expert & Owner Programs That Uplift

			“Unpacking Bliss: The Suitcase Theory of Life is a powerful declaration of Sandi and Stacie’s ‘Why Not Now?’ moment. As co-authors, they courageously share their journeys, unpacking the lessons, tools, and truths that empower us to live with intention and authenticity. Drawing from experiences like our time together in the Renegade Collective and inspired by Tony Hsieh’s legacy of creativity and connectedness, this book invites readers to step boldly into their own ‘Why Not Now?’ moments. It’s a guide to finding joy, meaning, and purpose in every chapter of life.”

			– Amy Jo Martin, Founder/CEO of Renegade Global, NY Times Bestselling Author & host of Why Not Now? Podcast 

			“Unpacking Bliss is like having a deep, unfiltered conversation with a friend who’s been through it all and wants to see you thrive. The Herrera Sisters lay it all out— honest, raw, and refreshingly real. Their stories and tools make you stop and think, ‘OK, I can definitely do this!’ If you’re feeling stuck, carrying emotional baggage, or just need a reminder of your own power, this book delivers the clarity and courage to move forward.

			– Danielle Ford, member of the Nevada State Board of Education and advocate for innovative, student-centered educational change
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			“The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you really are.”

			– Carl Jung

		

	
		

		
			Introduction

			We are so grateful that you are here, as the Herrera Sisters we want to thank you for joining us along this journey. We’ve spent over twenty years cultivating these experiences and learning and growing together. We wrote this book for you, as these are lessons we wish we would’ve learned sooner. Along the way, we found so much growth and learning for ourselves and within our relationship as sisters. We hope this inspires your growth and learning as we all journey this path together. 

			Dr. Stacie Herrera and Sandi Herrera

			www.humanizedu.com

			www.herrerasisters.com

			

		

	
		
			The Roadmap

			It was early spring in 1984. We were heading down the mountain to visit Nana and Grandpa, as we did most weekends. It felt like any other trip—until all of a sudden Mom swerved to avoid the barrage of falling rocks heading straight toward us. The sound of rocks hitting the road echoed all around us; then we felt another jolt as a boulder struck the side of our car.

			Mom slammed on the brakes, weaved to avoid an oncoming car, and then punched the accelerator to rocket past the stream of dirt sliding toward us at an unfathomable speed. We bounced around in the back of the Subaru station wagon, feeling as if we were in a pinball machine, holding on for dear life. There was an awful sound coming from beneath the car as it dragged something along with us as we raced to safety.

			And then suddenly, we stopped. A line of cars extended down the road in the other lane, traffic halted by the landslide.

			The look on the faces of the oncoming drivers was of disbelief, as if they were thinking, “How did you make it through that?”

			Of course we made it through. Mom knew there was only one way to get out of that situation alive, and that was to bravely listen to her intuition and drive like hell to keep her children safe.

			We made it out of the landslide mostly intact. The dragging noise had come from a boulder wedged into the chassis. Dislodging the debris, we took stock of the situation. There was only one thing to do: keep going. Scrambling back into the car, Mom put the car in drive, and we continued to our grandparents’ house.
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			Nana and Grandpa’s had always been an oasis of safety, care, and predictability. We loved that. Nana cooked for us and taught us how to be creative, always setting us up with arts, crafts, and other fun learning activities. When Grandpa left for work in the wee hours of the morning, he’d wake us so we could crawl into his spot in the bed next to Nana. The weekend of the landslide was no different, but after the insanity we’d endured, it felt like we’d exited a vortex and landed in a safe haven. We were cared for. We were safe.
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			Growing up in Big Bear, California, high in the San Bernardino Mountains, we spent our childhood in motion, navigating through various vortices from chaos to traumatic situations to calm peaceful predictability. We lived mostly with our mom and spent a lot of weekends with our maternal grandparents at their house in Norwalk, California—a two-hour drive down the mountain. The weekends we didn’t spend with our grandparents were spent with our dad. He was often studying for his private pilot’s license, or to be promoted within the fire department, or to improve his construction skills. When Dad was working or studying, we stayed with Grandma Lupe, our paternal grandmother, who provided another safe haven among our cousins. We weren’t always able to communicate with her well because she only spoke Spanish, and we often depended on our cousins to clue us in.
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			Our parents divorced when Sandi was eighteen months old. From that time forward—and especially when Mom was married to our stepdad—our childhoods were riddled with uncertainty and fear. We rarely felt grounded or knew what lay ahead.

			The most intense years began when we were three and five years old and lasted until we were nine and eleven—the most impactful imprinting years in child development. We often found ourselves running fearfully up the stairs of our little A-frame house to hide from the noisy assault of yelling, fighting, slamming doors, and smashing objects. The aggression usually ended with our stepdad screeching out of the driveway, his tires kicking up a stream of driveway rocks as he sped away. The sound of Mom crying told us the coast was clear. We could now make sure she was okay and help clean up the aftermath of yet another explosive event.

			As if our preschool and elementary years weren’t chaotic enough, middle and high school came with the constant instability of being raised by a single mother. During the week, like many other Gen Xers, we were latchkey kids left to our own devices, often taking care of ourselves while our mom was at work. Mom tried her best to make ends meet, but that meant moving us around through eight different houses in the sixteen years we lived in Big Bear and frequently standing in line for government support. Through all of that, Mom battled her own traumas, creating an incredibly shaky foundation for all of us.

			

			Our youngest sister, Stephanie, was born into this environment in 1982 as the only child of our mother and stepdad. Enduring everything as sisters thrown into these situations united us in knowing we had each other, even when there were sibling bumps in the road.

			In a whirlwind of shifting circumstances, we spent a lot of time riding up and down the curvy mountain roads. To make these wild and nauseating trips more manageable, we made them fun. We’d lay down the seats in the back of the old Subaru station wagon, unroll our sleeping bags, and climb inside them. As the car wound through hairpin turns, we’d slide back and forth over the nylon fabric, swishing as our sleeping bags slid over the upholstery. We surfed the turns on the road just as we rode the waves of our family life, doing our best to enjoy the ride and not get carsick. Sometimes we hit major obstacles. In time, we learned how to adapt and find our unique ways to thrive.

			Life is a bit like that. We encounter all sorts of unexpected situations. Sometimes the best choice is to stop and reassess the situation. Occasionally, we have to find an alternate route. Once in a while, an obstacle halts our progress. And other times, when we find ourselves staring at the possibility of being swept off a cliff, we put the pedal to the floor to save our life, even if that means doing something terrifying in the process.

			As we navigate these twists and turns, we occasionally pick up heavy baggage—sort of like the boulder we’d snagged in our escape from the landslide. Most of the time, though, we collect extra odds and ends a little at a time, tucking things into our suitcases, not recognizing the burden of that accumulation until we’re exhausted from carrying it.

			Guiding Your Journey Through These Pages

			When we boil down the resistance and hesitation to divulge all of the experiences and the impact of the challenging and traumatic periods of our lives, the sticking point is trust: trusting you, the reader, with our stories, knowing that you may judge our experience based upon the limited information presented within this book. You may wonder why we have glossed over some experiences and highlighted others in greater detail. This book is not meant to be a memoir, yet we understand that reflection and integrating learning requires seeing yourself or in some way relating to the story. Our vulnerability in sharing examples from our lives is to assist in developing your trust in the wisdom we are sharing as you navigate through these pages along your unique journey.

			On our journey, we have invested in multiple healing modalities to be able to shift our stories from “There is something wrong with me” through “Something happened to me” to “This is what’s right with me.”

			This book is best used after healing from any significant trauma in your life. If reading this book causes significant unease or discomfort, it may be a signal that you need to invest in further healing. We know that healing looks different for everyone. Please reach out to a therapist, spiritual leader, or trusted advisor for guidance.

			Ultimately, this book is a companion to living a more fulfilled, healthier life while finding a sustainable path back to your blissful, true self. We hope to help you lighten your load and show you some ways to help navigate the path with ease and grace. You may decide to take notes or visit some sections multiple times. Unpacking Bliss doesn’t always follow the linear fashion we’ve outlined here. Key Nuggets of wisdom appear at the end of each chapter to assist in navigating your way. Your journey is unique to you, and we hope our journey can help you take away nuggets that inspire you and act as a compass to the bliss you desire in the time that is most aligned to your path.

			Finding Bliss

			Where is bliss? Some people associate bliss with the feeling of joy and contentment. Some spend their entire lives seeking bliss. Although bliss is not a destination, we crave finding it. We buy countless books, attend classes and spiritual sessions, and integrate habits and rituals into our daily lives to find it, to feel it. After our collective struggles of the last few years, we all deserve bountiful moments of bliss. Many ancient teachings remind us that we ARE bliss. In life, we’re challenged by twists and turns, and those, at times, cloud our thinking and our ability to experience blissful moments. When we have clarity, we know this to be true: bliss is innate.

			We wrote this book to share the wisdom that we’ve gathered along our journey to help us all remember the bliss that resides within.

			Bliss is deep within us; it is the journey of our lives to rediscover it. Please join us on our journey as we share stories of our discovery.

			Who “We” Are

			From Stacie: Meet My Little Sister, Sandi

			As a ten-year-old, I would have described my younger sister with words like stubborn, strong-willed, someone who always gets her way. As an adult, I can see those early traits have morphed in a beautifully positive way: she is a trailblazer, relentlessly compassionate, strong, and a visionary leader. In my eyes, Sandi’s superpower is connecting humans to big ideas. She has charisma; you can feel it as soon as she walks into the room. Sandi can read the energy of a group of people and uplift them, excite them, or ground them, all in an effort to ignite self-awareness and collective growth.

			I love traveling to new places with her by my side. As children, we traveled by cars, trains, and planes to family reunions in Kansas and on trips with Dad to Colorado and Mexico, navigating her motion sickness along the way.

			One of my most cherished memories is when Sandi flew to Moscow, Russia, to spend two weeks with me during my junior year abroad in college. Having my sister join me during a time that felt so life-changing was a beautiful gift. Sandi trusted me to translate for her and guide her through a completely unfamiliar country. That faith strengthened our bond and highlighted her adventurous spirit. It was the start of a lifetime of travel adventures to faraway places. (For the record, Sandi has been to more countries than I have . . . for now).

			Although Sandi is quite comfortable waiting until the last minute for travel logistics (transportation, housing—all the things I spend hours researching and strategizing about), she likes to have her living space in order and clean (something that is not always at the top of my priority list). We differ in slight ways yet align in our values and vision. This alignment allows us to provide each other with a safe place to be ourselves and to grow without limitations, something that flourishes because of our sisterhood. Sandi has been a witness to my entire life—something that only siblings share.

			We share a thirst for knowledge that has led us to collecting information to live our best lives in structured and unstructured learning environments. Sandi graduated with a degree in business partially by default; she has always wanted to help others and dreamed of being a doctor, yet the rigidity of a premed track didn’t exactly fit her need to innovate and create. Her business degree led her to a series of successful sales and leadership positions as a technical recruiter and a real estate broker before landing a unique opportunity to jump on the Delivering Happiness bus—assisting Zappos.com and Delivering Happiness founder and CEO Tony Hsieh and his team with corporate culture transformation. Sandi then spent two years becoming a certified Organization and Relationship Systems Coach, which deepened her commitment to supporting individuals, communities, and organizations.

			This work led her to recognize the need for culture work within schools, making schools better places to work. Sandi found her niche helping the helpers: educators who are entrusted with our most precious gift, our children. As a mother who values education within a nurturing environment, Sandi recognized the importance of supporting teachers to ensure her son had the best learning environment possible. Sandi expanded her work to a number of schools in Las Vegas, Nevada, before introducing her work in Florida and California and then coaching educators globally.

			I trust her with my children without question. She has created a bond as Aunt Sandi, a.k.a. Tía, that I cherish and admire. My children view her as one of the coolest people on the planet. They marvel at her adventurous spirit and authentic conversations. Sandi is so well-loved and admired that she is designated the primary trustee for guardianship on multiple family members’ wills and trusts. She lives with a strong sense of family, nurtures relationships, and travels extensively to be present for all of us lucky enough to be related to her.

			Sandi is my rock; more specifically, she is my geode—strong on the outside with a beautiful core of crystals that exude peace, kindness, and compassion. She is a literal mountain of ideas, one of which led to writing this book.

			From Sandi: Meet My Big Sister, Stacie

			The first time I heard the song “Wind Beneath My Wings,” I was about ten years old and immediately knew that it was describing my sister. It felt weird to have such a visceral reaction to a song at such a young age, but I just knew it was about Stacie. I definitely hit the sister lottery when I was born as Stacie’s little sister. From my earliest memory, she has been by my side with a steady strength, no matter what this crazy life has thrown our way.

			Others describe her as having the power of a quiet storm and being a blanket of good. I also know the other side of her, the one that rolled her eyes each time I got to ride in the front seat of the car as we drove on the mountain roads of our hometown so I wouldn’t throw up. Despite her sisterly irritation with me, if we were in a similar situation without our family, she would immediately advocate for me to sit in the front.

			In high school, she was the first one to tell people all the ways I was succeeding when they referred to me as “Stacie’s little sister.” Meanwhile, she was the one kicking ass in all her classes, leading the pep rallies as our high school mascot, and participating in all the clubs and activities to ensure she would get into the college of her choice . . . rockstar!

			Watching her raise her children with such love and generosity is beautiful. I will never forget the time we went to visit her family in Florida for the first time. We walked in, and Stacie immediately had these well-planned, engaging learning activities to ensure my son Hunter, who was two years old at the time, felt welcome. It gave us some much needed sister time while we watched our children play and learn.

			Stacie achieved her doctorate in school psychology while simultaneously raising four gifted children who are not more than eighteen months apart in age. I learn so much every day witnessing her passion for mental health advocacy and her ability to illuminate the innate gifts in all children, guiding and inspiring them to own their inner brilliance. It’s as if the wisdom of generations flows through her. She took a huge leap of faith to open her own practice, Herrera Psychology, providing individual therapy to children, which then propelled her to create a separate company that provided telehealth and psychology services in schools. She is dedicated to making sure no child goes unnoticed or undiagnosed and that every little one receives the resources they need to become thriving humans. I am incredibly grateful our career paths have merged and led us to cocreate comprehensive, sustainable, psychologically safe environments through our company, HumanizEDU, in which students and educators can work and learn. I can’t imagine a better copilot on this path to making a difference in mental wellbeing around the globe, a shared passion we have discovered over the past decade.

			I admire the deep wisdom my sister brings to everything she does. When she walks into a room, she exudes a warm kindness that allows others to immediately trust her. This intuitive superpower has led to the growth of her practice within the community while also attracting an incredible team. Together, they are driving the mission of innovating mental health from the inside out.

			As a mother of four, business owner of two, and wife of one, her daily world is incredibly full of humans, logistics, and details that she passionately cares for. And when it all gets to be too much, she practices what she teaches by asking for support . . . and is known to be met at her car door on occasion with a glass of wine by her wonderful husband, who knows just what she needs at the end of a long day.

			The Magic Between Us

			In her work as a psychologist, Stacie has noticed an interesting pattern in the siblings she works with. When young siblings are faced with adversity, they tend to bond together, taking care of one another, almost as if it is them against the world. Siblings whose lives haven’t been thrust into significant challenges often have more conflict between them. While this isn’t always the case (there are lots of factors that impact sibling bonds), this was certainly true of our relationship.

			As sisters, we have been linked by an impenetrable bond since we were born. Stacie remembers the moment when she realized she wasn’t an only child anymore. It was Christmas morning, and she was two and a half. She received a child-sized play kitchen set, complete with a penguin refrigerator and a hippopotamus stove. Much to her disappointment, she was told that she had to share her gift with this other little being. Her dismay didn’t last long, though. As we grew, so did our bond. It became one in which we both intuitively knew that protecting each other was our path to survival . . . even if sharing wasn’t always easy for the first eighteen years.

			Our experience growing up was not sunshine and rainbows; it was more of a moonlit night with beams of light and scary dark corners. While it was littered with adverse childhood experiences, our deep connection to each other and our playful exploration of the world helped cushion our childhood’s sharp edges. Though we’ve always been close and knew we would be there for each other, we haven’t always known how to communicate with each other from a heart-centered place. We would often avoid hard conversations and gloss over things in an attempt to not burden each other. Through the writing of this book and discovering our shared passions, we are on a healing journey to connect and communicate from an authentic, vulnerable place. It’s definitely not always easy and so worth it to use our relationship as an anchor point of our bliss.

			We have distinct memories of sitting at the top of the stairs with our arms around each other, waiting for the chaos of our mom and stepdad fighting downstairs to end. Finding safety and assessing situations for safety became part of our existence. Quietly listening to adult conversations and carefully watching body language and tone gave us valuable clues to navigate our home life. We didn’t always know what was happening or how to deal with what was going on around us, but we knew we could depend on each other.

			Sometimes we were told to go outside and play when things were getting heated. In fact, some of our most treasured childhood memories are of walking up to the end of the block where the national forest land butted up to our neighborhood. We’d nestle among the trees and rock formations and play. We imagined one particular rock formation was our house, complete with an imaginary kitchen, living room, a couple of bedrooms, and a deck that overlooked the forest. Not only were we safe, but we were having fun. Just as our mom was doing the best with what she had in an era when single moms (and moms in general) weren’t well-supported, we made it our business to find joy and fun wherever we could.

			We grew into adults and embarked upon our own separate journeys through careers, marriages, and raising children. One thing never changed: we found refuge in each other.

			Perhaps because of the adversity we faced, we both pursued paths of developing our own self-awareness and a desire to help others find their way too. We have had amazing opportunities to learn ways to return to our own innate blissful state and to witness that in one another. We think this unique lens on growth and self-development will help make the space for you to explore your own journey.

			We continue to bear witness to each other’s innate strength and care. Sandi feels the need to be strong and not burden Stacie with having to take care of her. Meanwhile, Stacie wants to care for and protect Sandi but also sees her as incredibly strong. Our youngest sister, Stephanie, is often on the receiving end of extra mothering from both of us, as we continue to attempt to protect her from the chaos she was born into. We have been lucky to see all the concepts we’ve been learning and practicing over the years show up in each other.

			

			The Traveler’s Journey

			Like the road down the mountain where we grew up, the path of life is often a winding one. Sometimes, in fact, you’ll have to backtrack or dash ahead. What’s more, there is no endpoint. There is no “reaching enlightenment” and then kicking back with a margarita. Life is cyclical, and so is this journey we are all on to uncover our innate bliss. We trust that this concept of a cyclical journey inspires you and gives you permission to enjoy the ride. As you navigate the journey, we hope this book will help you find more ways to be playful and fulfilled in the process. We suspect that by the end, you will have let go of the focus on the destination because you’ll be so smitten with the route.

			We all have baggage. We can navigate the road blindly, carrying all the baggage we’ve picked up along the way, or we can work to remove the blinders, unpack the suitcase, and build a toolkit to help us navigate. Just like a seasoned business traveler who can navigate airports and train stations with a light carry-on and an easy manner, you too can begin to navigate the path differently.

			The miraculous thing about this trip is that it is simultaneously inward and outward. The further we dive into ourselves to reach the innate joy at our core, the more we continue to grow outwardly.

			Three Guideposts

			There are three concepts that are foundational to the Traveler’s Journey:

			1.Noticing: Building the skill of observing ourselves, our behaviors, and our surroundings.

			2.Curious inquiry: Thoughtfully and neutrally questioning what we’ve observed.

			3.Taking aligned action: Using the data we’ve collected to make informed choices about the next step.

			

			These steps will be nuanced in some of the chapters, but by the time you reach the end of this book, they will begin to feel natural. You’ll likely begin to use them without thinking. You will be able to use these three guideposts as a strong foundation, enabling you to build a powerful life evolving through growth and bliss.

			The Tools

			We are going to walk the path to unpacking bliss together. The following chapters lay out what we trust is an intuitive path. We’ve seen travelers navigate through these challenges and triumphs in roughly this direction. You, however, may find that your path looks a little different. Feel free to skip around or concentrate on the areas that resonate the most. You may find yourself skipping ahead or returning to previous chapters as you go—that’s perfect. We hope this travelog will be a companion for you on all points of your journey.

			Here’s what you can expect: The first portion of the book focuses on looking inward and making adjustments to our vehicle in order to safely make our way. In Chapter 1, we begin at the beginning and explore the narratives we’ve told ourselves through unconscious patterning and limiting beliefs. From there, we can begin to understand our lens on the world in Chapter 2 through the study of the brain and how we’ve evolved as humans. Chapter 3 introduces the idea of thinking on purpose and using current knowledge in neuroscience to fuel our journey to bliss. When we’ve navigated thinking on purpose, we can begin to understand the ways in which we can give ourselves permission to be who we are in any given moment. We’ll do that in Chapter 4.

			The second section of the book is a subtle shift to looking outward. Now that we have learned about our inner mechanisms, we can begin to hone and shape them. Chapter 5 looks at the way in which we develop self-trust, which allows us to more confidently move in the world. This self-assuredness paves the way to uncovering and using our core values, which we’ll learn about in Chapter 6. Our core values and self-trust are the fuel for our superpower, a concept we’ll investigate in Chapter 7.

			Once we’ve traversed these inner territories and seen how we can more joyously and authentically be in the world, we’ll begin to explore the ways in which we shine that light. In Chapter 8, we’ll look at our hardwired need for connection and belonging and how this journey can help us connect in meaningful ways. Finally, in Chapter 9, we’ll summit the mountain and learn how to own our own bliss.

			Each chapter will end with a list of the Key Nuggets you can gather and tuck away into your daypack. This will give you the highlights of the chapter for your reference.

			While we are never in the same place twice, we often circle around to the same patterns again and again. Each time you revisit a challenge, you have an opportunity to employ what you’ve learned and practiced.

			As we embarked upon the writing of this book, we faced some of our own patterns and stories, soft places and trigger points. We wrestled with being authentic, vulnerable, and open, and with considering our families’ wellbeing. We reopened some old wounds and healed them further. We have gotten better at using the practices we’re going to highlight for you in the following pages, but we aren’t done. Part of this journey is recognizing that there is no such thing as “broken” or “fixed.” We’re all just works in progress, evolving as we grow.

			Know that we are with you in spirit, as are thousands of others out there. You aren’t alone on this path, and there is no wrong way to do it. We hope you’ll trust us, but more importantly, trust yourself. The road to bliss may not always be well-paved, but with practice, we can find the way.

			Big hugs!
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