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17 missed calls. How did I miss that many? Ugh. Is she okay? Is she home alone? 

Anxiety. Do I leave class and take the 18th incoming call? Concern. I put my hand on my 

vibrating pocket nervously, moving the phone just enough so that I could verify my suspicion. 

The large screen showed a young woman with a Spider-Man t-shirt peeking through a pair of 

overalls with a Tweety Bird patch on the front. It would seem slightly odd to some for a young 

adult old to wear this outfit adorned with childhood cartoon characters, but my parents and I only 

see the ease at which their thirty year-old daughter would be able to unbutton and then re-button 

the overalls when she used the bathroom alone. 

My professor sees me check my phone… Five minutes into class. I avert my eyes as I 

tuck my phone back into my pocket. He gives me a nod that says, “if you need to, take the call.”  

Relief. I awkwardly weave my way from the middle row to the door that could not have 

been further away. I miss her call completely. Guilt. 

18 missed calls. But this is not out of the ordinary. I called her back. Ring. Ring. Ugh. 

Ring. Anxiety. Ring. Concern. 

“Hey Binz!” Relief. 

“Hi Loop, are you okay?” 

“Yeah! Guess where I am…” 

 I check my watch. It’s 12:06 

 “McDonalds?” 

 Incredulous, she asks how I knew. If you knew my sister, even a little bit, you would 

have guessed McDonald’s, too. But to her I responded, “Lucky guess.” I could almost feel her 

goofy grin taking over her face; the image of her smile warmed me from the inside out. One 

minute into our conversation I alerted her that I had to go back to class and with the most 
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sincerity she could muster she gave a long drawn out “Soooooorrrrryyyyy.” But it was okay. It 

was always okay. We said our talk-to-you-laters and our love-you-byes and we each hung up. 

Guilt. 

This feeling of guilt set in when I decided to leave home for college. Some of us leave to 

get away from our parents. Some leave to find themselves. Others leave for adventure. When I 

decided to go away for school, I knew I would come back home. I knew how important my 

family was to me. Some people might wonder why I would purposefully put myself through the 

anguish of being so far away from the people who have made me, well, me. The long and short 

of it is that I was afraid if I did not do it then, I would never leave. If I did not take the excuse of 

college to get out on my own, my life would look like it did in high school: wake up, check on 

Lauren, go to classes, check on Lauren, come home, check on Lauren. Did I want this to be my 

life? I wasn’t sure. I knew I could do it, because I loved her, but I just wasn’t sure. 

But I was able to leave. My parents had pushed college education as an amazing 

opportunity, so I did it. I left. I could, so I did. And I realized that I didn’t have to be the one to 

worry about Lauren when I was away at school. She became the one who checked in on me with 

her loving phone calls. Sometimes 17 times in a day.  

My Normal 

Being the younger sister of a sibling with an Autism Spectrum Disorder has been the only 

normal I have known. She would read me baby books, then picture books, then the Berenstain 

Bears. She and I loved listening to books on tape together, especially the ones that sounded a 

little jingle when it was time to turn the page. At some point I started helping her with sounding 

out words, then defining words, and then one day I was the one who was doing most of the 

helping. 
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 Because of this, I decided at a young age that I was her protector and would be the one to 

keep her safe. Yet at the same time she is the one who has actually saved me. She saved me from 

having an ordinary life; a boring life. Life with Lauren is anything but boring. Because of her I 

have felt what it’s like to be proud, worried, angry, embarrassed, and happy. Sometimes all in the 

same day. However, the biggest things that Lauren has taught me are not measurable on tests in 

school. She has taught me how to connect with people, how to love, and how to be patient.  

Placing the Pieces 

She also taught me how to look at the world differently, which has led me to my theory 

of the way things work. Despite some obstacles that come along with having Autism, Lauren has 

some incredible talent, one of which is being especially adept at doing puzzles. She can flip the 

puzzle to its reverse side and complete it only looking at the blank cardboard shapes without the 

picture to guide her. She is able to see at a glance how each little piece fits into the larger puzzle. 

Sometimes she does the edges first. Sometimes she starts from a random point and works her 

way out. Other times, she starts working on a complicating assortment of different areas and in 

the blink of an eye she will have found the links that fit them together perfectly. Life is like that, 

too, which is the theory she led me towards. 

I was about thirteen when I realized that my life was an unfinished puzzle. All of my 

stories that I have told (or not told) are pieces of it that don’t always seem to fit together in the 

right ways, but, I have reasoned that this is because I still have more pieces to be found, shaped, 

and created. In this puzzle of life, there are many different ways to look at an event. I could take 

the single event as an isolated occurrence, or I can, as I so often do, fit the piece into a larger 

narrative. 
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This has made sense for many things that have happened in my life. The small routines of 

playing songs on Grandpa’s jukebox and then towards the end of his life when Grandpa picked 

his own song on it to which he and my mother danced. My events sometimes lined up perfectly: 

falling in a lake and having an (almost) near-death experience, taking swimming lessons to 

prevent this from happening again, and then joining the local swim team where I started my stint 

as the athlete that I would soon become and forever be. Other times they were disjointed, painful, 

and daunting: wanting to quit basketball so many different times, sticking with it, then quitting in 

college and feeling lost. This didn’t make sense to me at the time. I was a basketball player. How 

could I just be DONE? 

But then time went by and I was able to see how this enabled me to be able to join Crew 

and find my place on the team and at my university. My stories at first are individual pieces in 

my puzzle. With time, I am able to contextualize them in the narrative of life: my life. I can 

choose to put on a different set of lenses than the first time around when re-narrating or re-

examining a certain piece in my puzzle. I can reimagine a seeming end as a potential beginning 

of a different story. Or better yet, I wait to fit that piece into the middle of a series of currently 

unrelated, but on second glance, perfectly connected, pieces to my puzzle. 

We can always remember what we need to in order to give our lives meaning. As Toni 

Morrison said, “remembering is the mind’s first step towards understanding.” A bad day can turn 

into a learning experience or a laughing matter within just a few days. A car accident can be a 

wake-up call or a chance to get your dream car. Any way you look at an event, it can tell a 

different story. As for the events in our stories, we are the authors. We are in control of placing 

our pieces of our puzzles in the right places. The places that make the most sense for right now. 

Why SPN? 
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Recently, SPN writing has become a way for me to be me, even if it’s just in my writing. 

My upbringing, my family, and my experiences are all parts of stories that come together to form 

my way of seeing the world. SPN writing proves to me that I am not alone. My story belongs to 

me, but also to anyone else who will listen. Reading others’ SPNs makes me feel a sense of 

connection that I value in all arenas of my life. After all, as Brené Brown says, “Connection is 

why we’re here, it gives purpose and meaning to our lives.” 

“A Hot Bath Solves Most Things” 

 I wrote these words on the bottom of a page of notes taken in my first graduate course in 

my second week of class. “Write a six-word memoir and we’ll go around and share them with 

the class.” But I did not share it with the class at first. I instead chose to read my other, wittier, 

ones out loud. I had just met these people, who I would come to call my friends, and I strongly 

identified as being someone who can lift the mood with wit, humor, or just the sound of my own 

laugh as I giggled at my all too common jokes. It wasn’t that the mood needed lifting; I just 

knew that I could hide behind humor. I could hide from these strangers. When I heard my 

colleagues reading their own six-word memoirs I was inspired by the depth that they were 

reaching in just six short words. So I read my simple scribble out loud when we went around 

again. “A hot bath solves most things.” 

 “Why?” 

 This was what Dr. Robert Nash asked me. It caught me off guard. I thought it was simple. 

A hot bath is soothing and makes you feel better. 

 “What is a bath to you?” he asked, and I shakily answered: 
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It’s safe. I learned this from my mother. As a nurse she worked long hours on her feet and a bath 

was sometimes the only thing that could relieve that pain. But there was more. Robert made me 

dig. He made me start stringing together pieces of my puzzle. 

 I thought hard about it. And then I heard it. I could hear my mom telling my dad about 

her day as she sat in the tub and he sat on the stool beside it. I could hear her cry and hear him 

tell her that she needed to stand up for herself. I went into the bathroom and my dad left us alone 

with the bubbles and the low light of the candles.  

We did this almost every time she worked. Three times a week, sometimes more, 

sometimes less, she would cry and I would listen. She didn’t even talk much when I was in there, 

but I would listen to the sound of her breathing going from short and distressed back to deep and 

calm. The hot, heavy water wrapped her up in a scented hug that meant she was home; she was 

safe. She held my hand, her pruney fingers oddly comforting. 

 When I was older, I would be the one crying. I sought the sacred comfort of the porcelain 

walls of our tub. I would be the one who climbed into the water and would submerge my 

emotions in a blend of tap water and lavender bath salts. The thick heavy aroma washed away 

the anxiety of being an emotional pre-teen; the anxiety of going to school the day after a terrible 

class field-trip; the anxiety of knowing that I was often my own worst critic.  

 Now that I am in graduate school, my same routine of taking a hot bath after a long day 

does not always work out: from late-night writing, to cooking for myself, to tending to the 

women that I live with, a bath is sometimes hard to come by. However, when I feel my shoulders 

rising up to my ears in a tense and very physical manifestation of my emotions, my anxiety, my 

stress, I know that it is time to take time. And I hop in. 
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When I read this bath-time narrative out loud to a mother of two adolescent children, she 

looked up at me and said, “I can totally identify.” This connection, this shared experience, is 

what makes me feel confident in the power of composing personal narratives that explore these 

seemingly unique, but oftentimes universal, themes in our lives. The theme of having a safe 

place in one’s home, or finding solace and comfort in a drawing a hot tub, or the bathroom as a 

haven for emotions. These are all possible themes that come out of my story. Discovering these 

generalizable themes within our separate stories creates connection. And connecting with people 

is often times the most powerful safety harness that this world can offer. 

The S, the P, and the N 

So what is SPN writing? For me, it started as a six-word memoir. For others it is 

recognizing the value in one’s lived story. It is keeping the scholar alive through personal 

narrative instead of suppressed by academic requirements. These, of course, are my 

interpretations. Dr. Khristian Kemp DeLisser, a graduate of my professional degree program, 

states that SPN “embraces wisdom and knowledge in the world around us that recognizes no 

disciplinary, academic, or cultural boundaries.” It can free rather than restrict learning. Because 

of this, SPN writers are everywhere. I think some are born, like Ghandi, Thich Nhat Hahn, and 

Maya Angelou. But, some are definitely made: any writer who may deem to try this reflective 

research method of looking inward for scholarship. This is the beauty of SPN. Dr. Robert Nash, 

who coined this form of academic writing defines SPN as a “‘trinity’ or, better still, a ‘unity’” 

made up of the “me-search, we-search, and research.” 

One of my favorite ResLife colleagues, Dr. Stacey Miller, put into words what I, myself, 

get out of reading and writing SPNs: “If you truly want to make a connection with a reader, just 

tell the truth, your truth, and you will find many others who have close or similar stories and 
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experience… very few of us ever put those universal thoughts or feelings onto paper… sharing 

my little bit of truth… is ‘connection.’” 

To those of you who are still skeptical about the “rigor” of this SPN methodology, I urge 

you to consider Nash’s reminder: “The ultimate intellectual responsibility of the SPN scholar is 

to find a way to use the personal insights gained in order to draw larger conclusions for readers.” 

No one can deny the need to hear directly, without quantifying, the words of students and the 

words of human beings. Me-search and SPN writing is just another form of doing qualitative 

research. The inward reflection might even be harder because no one is there to ask the probing 

questions but you. The interviewer and the interviewee are one in the same; the story and the 

storyteller perfectly intertwined. I can almost always see the stories in quantitative research, but I 

long for the actual thoughts, dreams, goals, frustrations, and words of the participants. SPN 

writing asks, no, encourages, these “participants” to become “acticipants” and turn a passive 

story into an active and evolving one. 

Why it Works for Me 

Scholarly Personal Narrative writing can be extremely helpful for those students who 

have not benefitted from the traditional five-paragraph essay style of learning and regurgitation 

that is the American public education system. Until recently, I would have pegged my experience 

with formal education as fairly successful. A recent experience in the classroom, at the ripe age 

of 23, reminded me of my own battles in the classroom. Although I had a much different 

experience in school than SPN writer Candace Taylor, I was reminded of a similar “need to 

fragment parts of my identity, personality, and inner self… to fit in and conform.” SPN has again 

reminded me to look beyond the tough exterior that we all build up over time. It reminded me to 

peel back some of the layers and revisit some formative moments. 
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School for me has been very enjoyable but it has also been agonizing. I have always felt 

the juxtaposition of being excited to learn and participate in a classroom and the struggle to 

contain this energy and behave. I called home recently to hear what my second-grade progress 

reports had to say about the student that I was back then. Spoiler alert: not much has changed. 

My dad shuffled through some yellowing papers in the filing drawer before he cleared his 

throat, and said: “’Citizenship: Exceeds expectations.’ Your teacher says you make everyone feel 

included. ‘Cooperation: Needs improvement.’ Your teacher says you need to practice self-

control.” He laughed then said, “Your seventh grade teacher said the same thing.” He quickly 

and jokingly said, “But we’ve told you that for years and it hasn’t helped, so you’re probably a 

lost cause.” In the grand sense of lost cause, I think I’ll be fine. In the narrow view of 

academically acceptable behaviors and standards, it’s true. I don’t fit. This is why SPN has 

become a suitable way for me to feel included and valued in the classroom. 

Why Lauren? 

 Now that it is clear that this SPN will build off of the experiences I have had because of, 

with, or after leaving my sister, I should probably explain why I am narrowing in on this 

narrative. When I was applying to colleges, I sat and rewrote about ten different versions of a 

shitty personal statement. I was trying not to talk about my autistic sister because of the fear that 

it would be seen as me trying to curry favor, or elicit sympathy. I ignored the intricacies of living 

with someone who we affectionately call our “adult toddler” in order to get at the real me. But 

then it clicked. I am who I am in large part because of this young woman who I am so lucky to 

call my sister. As far as influential people go, she is at the top of my list. Right up there where 

other people might put God or Ghandi. All great choices. Definitely. And like the relationships 
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some might have with those people, the longer my relationship with Lauren grows, the more 

dynamic it becomes. 

The Real Big Sister 

 While my mom and I watched Oprah on the couch and waited for my sister to get off the 

bus from school one afternoon, I turned to her during a commercial break and asked my mother a 

simple question. 

 “Momma… am I the real big sister?” 

 My dad happened to walk in the room right at that moment and he and my mom 

exchanged glances as a tear rolled down my dad’s face. 

 “Yes, Little. You are.” 

 “Okay.” And I smiled and continued eating my after school snack, which was probably 

ants on a log. With eight and a half years between us, I narrowed the age gap in that moment. In 

fact, I reversed it. 

I was about six when this happened. My mom says that I started to “get it” long before 

then, but that this was the turning point. My parents would explain to other kids that the teenager 

that they saw in my sister “still likes the same things you do; loves being a kid, it makes her 

happy; still plays with Barbies; doesn’t grow up like other big sisters and brothers.” If they 

laughed at her or started to make fun of her I was the first to jump to her defense. I was her “big 

sister,” after all. 

 “Come here Lauren, I’ll play with you.” I called her away from my other cousins. A little 

younger than me, they were starting to become frustrated that she would not share. This 

frustration of theirs continued all the way through elementary school. By the time my cousins 

and I were in middle school, they had developed the necessary patience and could now better 
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understand what Lauren needed in order to relax and play with others. This patience did not 

come easy for them, nor did it come naturally for me. 

 "Lindsay, let's watch Prince of Egypt again!"  

She’s a very bossy person and wants everything to go according to her own plans, but 

over the years I've learned that there are always two options: you either compromise or you give 

in. Unfortunately, that was the third time she had asked me to watch the movie that day. I 

remember this moment very clearly. I had a math final in a week and needed to do well on it, not 

spend my precious time watching a cartoon movie that I've seen five million times. Or so.  

My frustration showed when I told her "no" for the millionth time in a raised voice. I was 

not only frustrated with my ridiculous math problems, but I was also frustrated that I was 

screaming at my sister. She struggled to produce something close to a frown and a furrowed 

brow. Emotions are really hard for her, but this time I understood fully what she felt. The impact 

of my raised voice and refusal to spend time was evident in her face.  

  I was sixteen when this happened. Tears flowed from my eyes as the events from those 

past few days blurred together to become one whirlwind of emotional distress. The voices of my 

teachers, coaches, and parents replayed loudly in my head. "You need an A on this test to secure 

your grade. You haven't worked on your dribbling in two weeks. Have you written that term 

paper for English yet?" I felt completely and utterly overwhelmed with the workload and the 

stress and the time constraints…  

Then my sister started hugging me. I repeat: She hugged me. This was a rarity then and 

still is now. The only reason I can think of is that she recognized my tears as sadness. As I said 

before, emotions are hard for her. But she was making a connection.  
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These connective moments are so precious. The memory of the first time she let me pick 

a movie to watch together, or the time that she let me play my ‘N Sync CD in the car in fourth 

grade come to mind. Then I remember the very first time she connected those ever-elusive 

emotions. 

I was ten and she had just turned nineteen. I told her I'd take her to any place she wanted 

to go for lunch. She chose McDonald's, of course. When I asked her why, she said very matter-

of-factly, "Because they don't sing to you when it's your birthday." I laughed and laughed, and 

she got a big smile on her face because she realized that she had made me so happy. She grabbed 

my hand. I don't know what caused this burst of emotional reaching out, but I had never felt 

happier in my life. Maybe she had seen me and my parents hold hands and wanted to try it. 

Maybe it was an impulse, like a baby’s smile before it can actually control it. But maybe, just 

maybe, she was telling me that she loved me in her own way. At that moment, that was all that 

mattered: Love. And then she pulled her hand away and asked if we could go to McDonald’s yet. 

For one fleeting moment we shared a strong connection and despite the fact that she pulled her 

hand away from mine, that connection never ended. It was just beginning. 

How Could I Leave Home? 

 “Everyone of us gets through tough times because somebody is there, standing in the gap 

to close it for us.” –Oprah Winfrey. As far back as I can remember I would come home from 

school, plop down on the couch with my mom, and watch Oprah. So I guess you could say that 

for every difficult time that I discussed on that couch with my mother, Oprah was also there, 

with her beautiful smile, inspiring guests, and words of wisdom. My mother did not help by 

“standing in the gap” as Oprah thought people do. She sat in the gap and let me bridge that 

divide using her as a safety net.  
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 My dad has also been there for me during tough times. He is my voice of reason when I 

am in the middle of an anxiety attack; he is the one who chased after my missed shots during my 

eight years of basketball; he also sits in that gap and lets me climb over him and maybe pause for 

a much needed hug. I hang out in that void, dwelling on my problems, and then he would always 

give me a soft push to cross over the troubled waters and move on. 

 Needless to say, between my relationship with my sister and my two amazingly 

supportive parents, leaving home for college was a hard decision. I had everything I needed right 

there between the four walls of our home. But I decided that the entire state of California was too 

small. No matter where I might have gone to college, it would have always been an option to 

drive home for a long weekend or, if I had stayed in Los Angeles and attended UCLA, coming 

home to do laundry or watch Lauren or run errands would have always been a part of my to-do 

list. 

 I don’t think that I was able to put a finger on why I needed to leave the state. Something 

in me, however, led me to apply to schools in far-reaching areas, leaving UC Davis as the only 

potential California home I could have chosen. After weighing scholarship offers and cost of 

living in four different places (New Orleans; Boston; Granville, OH; and Tacoma, WA), I 

checked the box on the website of the University of Puget Sound that read “I agree to pay my 

deposit for enrollment” and thus electronically signed my life away (well, the next four years of 

it at least) to Tacoma, Washington. 

 When I had visited that school, it reminded me of Hogwarts. Red brick buildings covered 

in ivy scattered across wide green spaces with happy students clamoring about on pathways to 

the student union or towards academic buildings to make it to their classes on time. This is what 

I wanted. I wanted to be surrounded by red brick buildings covered in ivy scattered across wide 
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green spaces while I clamored about on pathways to the student union or towards academic 

buildings to make it to my classes on time.  

 I wanted to just be a student. 

 I wanted to just be an eighteen year old.  

 I wanted to just have time to figure out who I was, on my own, without my family, 

without my sister, without my safety net. I actually wanted to leave that comfort.  

 I saw my brother leave home at eighteen. But he came home on the weekends and to do 

laundry. He had to continually make the transition from living on his own to living under the 

rules and expectations of being at home. These rules are often implicit: be respectful; don’t stay 

out too late; clean up after yourself. But there are explicit rules, too: do not disrupt the routine. 

And by “the routine,” I mean Lauren’s routine. 

 This was always hard for my brother. He wanted to come home and assert his old 

ownership over his old stomping grounds, e.g., the TV or the computer room. These two 

domains have since transferred ownership from my brother to my sister. Which means that each 

time he came home, he would want to show my parents some new show on HBO or download 

new music for my dad. My sister’s routine of choosing the TV shows and having the computer 

room to her self were interrupted. And I was always there for the meltdown that would often 

ensue. I watched my parents put out those emotional fires and often joined in on the defensive 

attack on my brother asking him why he could not be more sensitive to her needs.  

 The long and short of it is that my brother was sensitive to her needs. He had been 

sensitive to her needs since he was born. Twenty-five and some odd years later, he was still 

being subordinated by what she needed and he never was able to truly get away from that 

feeling. Or so goes my version of his story. I will not pretend to have him figured out. I used to 
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blame him and call him selfish. Now, after reflecting on what it must have been like to be the 

close-in-age younger sibling to Lauren during the formative years when my parents were 

figuring out what Autism was, what it meant for Lauren’s development, and what it would mean 

for them as parents and as a family, I realized that Kevin’s story is so much more than being 

victim of middle-child syndrome (whatever that looks like) or having his behaviors discredited 

as misbehaving or selfish. 

 I did not have the same in-house relationship with my sister as my brother did even when 

he was living at home before he moved out. She looked at me like a hero and did not get as 

anxious around me as she did around my brother. I was safe for her. 

 Which made signing that electronic signature on the University of Puget Sound website 

that much harder. 

 “Binz, you could go to Santa Monica College!” Lauren would remind me of this at least 

once a month from the summer preceding my first semester at college up through my last 

semester when I was graduating. She never gave up on the hope that I might change my mind 

and transfer to the local community college where she once took a cooking class. 

 The days where she would call me seventeen times in one day only lasted through my 

first year. She relaxed after that and got used to me being gone and would only call me, at most, 

fourteen times in one day. She and I are now working on the “If I don’t pick up, I’ll see your 

missed call and give you a call back” system. Well, it’s more of an “I’ll pick up on the third or 

fourth call and remind you of our deal” system. But hey, I’m flexible; Lauren has definitely 

helped me develop that trait. 
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Making the Hard Choices 

 Growing up as a caretaker of my adult sibling, a lot of my energy was focused on her. I 

don’t pretend to know what it’s like to be a parent, but I do know what it’s like to be somebody’s 

person. I am Lauren’s person. Sandra Oh, when playing one of the main characters in Grey’s 

Anatomy, defined person as the one you put down on an emergency contact form. While my 

mom and my dad probably always take first and second place on that particular issue, I know 

that I am a close third. “Can I call Lindsay?” is Lauren’s favorite phrase whenever something 

peculiar, awesome, or sad happens. Actually, when anything of any sort happens, or doesn’t 

happen, Lauren calls… even if the answer to her question is “Don’t call Lindsay.” And I always 

try to pick up. 

 I have largely operated from a position of making sure my choices will not negatively 

impact Lauren or my family. I didn’t drink in high school with my friends because I knew that I 

needed to be able to go home early enough to tuck my sister in, or get home able enough to help 

with pouring the morning cereal.  

 I told myself that I had no feelings of resentment to spending most of my (precious and in 

short supply) free time during middle school and high school helping my parents care for my 

sister. I told myself that I did it because I wanted to. I told myself that I truly loved being that 

involved with my sister’s upbringing and that I enjoyed not being your typical teenager. But I 

also knew that I did not know anything different from this. I did not have any other way of life to 

compare it to besides my best friend’s family, who dealt with sending her brother to rehab for 

alcoholism when he was only fourteen and my other best friends who were blessed with parents 

who let them drink and smoke marijuana whenever they wanted but cursed in the very same light 

because their parents did not care about their choices or their futures. The friends and classmates 
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I went to high school with were also blessed and cursed with very wealthy parents who bought 

them anything and everything but were not around to witness the orchestra concerts, 

championship sports games, and award ceremonies because they were too busy working. So I 

had it pretty good. I had a family that cared for me. And I knew that I was lucky. To this day I 

will tell anyone who asks (or anyone who will listen, for that matter) how amazing my parents 

are. They have made being a family such a fun experience. 

 But I still chose to leave home. I chose to get away from that and create my own 

adventure and see where it might lead me. Like I said: it led me 1,000 miles away from home in 

an area where it rains more than it shines. People said I was crazy to leave Southern California 

comforts for the wet and grey weather of the Pacific Northwest, but I knew I could be happy 

anywhere. 

 I believed I could be happy anywhere. 

 I told myself this the day I quit the basketball team my freshman year of college. I had 

been crying for a few hours before I called home. My roommate did not know how to console 

the happy-go-lucky girl that was curled in a ball in the middle of the floor, still wearing her 

practice jersey and ankle braces. I was unrecognizable. I purchased a ticket home for the 

following weekend with the guise of going home for my mom’s birthday. I surprised her at work 

and found myself, instead of smiling, crying hard into her shoulder. “I missed you too, Little.” A 

sob echoed around the nurses’ lounge as I realized that being home made me realize how 

homesick I had actually been and how dependent I still was on the support of my family. 

 I didn’t make it home for Thanksgiving that year, but on Christmas I talked to my dad 

about how I didn’t want to go back to school in January. I wasn’t looking forward to my classes, 

I was ashamed of quitting the basketball team, and I was having shoulder surgery in just a few 
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short days. Nothing was looking up for me. Going away to college was the worst idea. I should 

have stayed closer to home. I should have gone to UCLA, which would have meant that I would 

have basically been at home, which means that I would not have experienced any of what I had 

been through that semester, which means that I would not have had an opportunity to truly know 

how important family was to me.  

 In that moment of complaining and fighting off tears, I decided to fly back to school after 

my shoulder surgery. I cried when I got to the airport. I cried myself to sleep my first night back 

at school. But this time it was out of physical, not emotional pain. The next day marked the 

beginning of a long grueling semester of painkillers, physical therapy, and re-teaching myself 

how to be a student, not a student-athlete. I woke up morning after morning after morning, 

willing myself to get out of bed and try to have a better day.  

 It wasn’t a successful semester. Looking back, I have the GPAs to prove that it was 

actually the worst semester I’ve ever had as a student. Naturally, I was miserable. But I was not 

going to give up. I fought to put a smile on my face every day. I visited my professor’s office 

before and after every exam to better my self academically. It wasn’t working, but at least I 

wasn’t giving up. “Courage doesn’t always roar. Sometimes courage is the tiny voice at the end 

of the day saying, ‘I will try again tomorrow.’” And I did try again. I came back for my 

sophomore year. 

 I came back for two reasons, one being that I did not even know how to initiate the 

process of transferring. My parents got their associate’s degrees at the local community college, 

so their knowledge was limited to the things that crossed over from when my mom attended 

college in the 70s and when my dad took night classes in the 90s.  
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 The second reason was that I found the courage in me to make my second year better. I 

have always loved a good challenge. And… I didn’t have the heart to rescind my offer and make 

my best friend drive the one thousand plus miles all the way up to school alone.  

He made plans to join rugby and I made plans to find something new to do. One week 

into classes, I struck gold. I accompanied my friend to the rowing team information session. 

Armed with a new pair of running shoes and a rebuilt shoulder that could support any amount of 

pushups I set my mind to, I joined the team to regain physical strength, to regain self-confidence, 

and to create new friendships. It was the first thing I had really done for myself since coming to 

college.  

 Joining the crew team made me aware of some of the traits that I had developed from 

years of competitive basketball and a demanding coach: I was easily inspired, I could motivate 

others, and I knew how to be part of a team. I led with my heart and asked questions later. Coach 

said, “run,” I asked, “how far”; Coach said, “row,” I asked, “how long”; Coach said, “push,” and 

I asked, “how hard.” My teammates followed suit, not wanting to be left behind on a run or 

looked down upon by the Varsity athletes.  

A few months after being on the rowing team in college, I was moved up to the Varsity 

team. I did not know them. They did not know me. My coach sat us down one day and talked 

about rowing for the girl in front of you, the girl in back of you, and more importantly, for the 

seniors: the women who have given four years to this team. Having only been recently inducted 

into this deep bond that is, was, and always will be Puget Sound Rowing, I was not yet seen as a 

member of that boat that our coach was talking about. When Emily, a senior, looked over at me 

after our coach was done talking, her face looked like she was ready to cry. A single tear rolled 

down my cheek and nodding my head at her, I listened as she spoke about her four years rowing. 
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That single tear was followed by many more throughout Emily’s story. Later that day, she came 

up to me and asked a question that I will remember for a long time.  

“How did you know exactly what I was feeling?” 

Dealing with Emotion 

I do not think that I knew what Emily was feeling, per se, but I do know that she felt the 

support I had for her and that she saw my passion for this team in the tears that stained my face. 

This vulnerable moment gave her the confidence that she could trust me, the new girl, to be there 

for her. This exchange of ours marked the first of many moments that Emily and I would share. 

Without her, I would not have gotten through the rough times that crew brought me. I think this 

was one of the first times that I really saw my tears and my emotions as a strength. 

I learned to use my physical manifestation of my emotions to my advantage. I embraced 

being known as the girl who was always smiling. I even embraced being laughed at when I cried 

during the Folger’s commercial when the son returns from his military service or while watching 

marriage proposals on YouTube.  

My story can be relegated to a simple idea: I have no words. Only emotions. 

 I barely choked out audible sounds while reading a poem at my grandfather’s funeral. 

Years later, my face turned red, my voice shook, and my cheeks were glistening with tears as I 

sat in class trying to talk about something important to me. It might seem ironic to say that “I 

have no words” in the middle of a 10,000 word SPN, but this is my reality. It is often the only 

way I can describe how I feel sometimes.  

Although I cry frequently, my tears are rarely what they seem. I cry, but may not be sad. I 

cry, but may not be upset. I cry, but am often simply overcome with a lack of words and an 

influx of emotions. Sometimes I am proud that my parents raised their children to be comfortable 
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with their feelings. Other times I am embarrassed with how little of control I am able to exert 

over the sudden rush of physical and emotional changes that happen in the blink of an eye.  

 This ability to express my feelings visibly (which can feel like a curse at times) has been 

one of the ways that I have been able to connect with a lot of different people, including my 

teammate, and now longtime friend, Emily. I have learned how to ask people to be there for me 

when I am actually sad instead of thinking that I have to be strong. I felt comfortable enough to 

cry countless times on Emily’s bed because she invited a relationship full of vulnerability and 

understanding when she asked about my tears instead of just judging me for them.  

 Tears make people uncomfortable. I often feel the need to explain them away. “Oh just 

ignore me, I do this a lot.” While it is true, while I do cry a lot, sometimes rationally and 

sometimes just because my tear ducts processed whatever I was feeling and turned it into to a 

salty mess, I now know that I should not have to explain it away. 

 Two NCAA appearances and a back injury later, I had to again make a hard decision. 

This time it wasn’t because I hated being on the team and had an untrusting coach. This time it 

was because I hadn’t had a day without tears and physical pain in seven months. I returned in the 

fall of my senior year and called a team meeting.  

 “I just wanted to let you all know that I love you and that this decision has not been easy. 

I can’t continue to row any more.” With a ruptured disk and associated leg pain, the choice was 

simple but not easy. I needed to listen to my body and give it the rest that it needed. 

 The tears flowed from my face as I verbally left the team that had made every bit of 

anguish I had felt during my first year of college worth it. They taught me how to set goals, be 

proud of myself, and love the way I was built. I was a powerhouse on the crew team. Without 
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them I wasn’t sure of what I would be, but I knew I would be okay. It reminded me of how 

differently I felt when I quit the basketball team three years earlier. 

When I quit that team, I left what had been one of my driving factors on even wanting to 

attend college. I had not intended to quit when I initiated a meeting with my coach. Five minutes 

into the conversation with her, she had labeled me as untrustworthy. She told me that I had 

preached so much about my dedication to the sport to get onto the team, but she had not yet seen 

this “so-called-work-ethic.” Six minutes into the conversation I was quitting. Seven minutes into 

the conversation she told me that she did not know how to even address this situation because 

she had never quit anything in her life. 

At the time, I thought quitting was simple: It did not bring me the joy or support that I 

had once had. But the consequence of quitting was the hard part. I lost a part of me when I 

walked out of my coach’s office. I lost my autonomy, my initiative, my industriousness, my 

sense of identity, and I lost the trust I had built with myself. I lost eight years of hard work. I was 

no longer a strong, dedicated basketball player. In fact, I no longer felt that I could consider 

myself an athlete, either. Looking back, I am able to see that I projected my feelings of leaving 

home onto my athletic experience. My role at home was to be my best self, and that included 

being a good “big” sister. My role at school was missing that. I was nobody at school. I was on 

the team, but, in a way, I was not part of it. I was important to my family, but I did not feel a part 

of it. 

A lot of what I had focused on since leaving home was how to be a good sister; A good 

daughter; A good student; A good friend. I did not focus a lot on how to be good to me. It took 

me until my junior year to start asking myself what I needed. The first need was easy. I needed 

comfort. So I took a bath.  
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I was an RA, living on campus in the residence halls, making sure everyone around me 

was doing okay. I had a boyfriend, crew was going well, I loved my classes, and I felt good 

about my body. But I was going to bed at midnight after completing my safety rounds and then 

waking up at 4:15 for our morning practices out on the lake. I had not stopped moving since RA 

training in August.  

It was now December. There were a few inches of snow on the ground. A few awkward 

snowmen dotted the once green fields as I ignored the walkways and forged my own path to the 

edge of campus. As I crossed Alder Street, it meant that I was officially off campus. I walked the 

next twenty icy steps to the front door. I rang the doorbell. 

The funny thing about that bath is that it was the first one I had taken since being in 

college. The other funny thing is that one year ago I told my teammates how much I missed 

taking baths and two of them said, “If you ever need to soak in a tub, let us know… ours is 

great.” And there I was standing on the front stoop of their house. Annika opened the door, gave 

me a hug and, with one look at my face, she said, “I’ll get you a towel.” 

I almost started crying right then and there. This girl, this woman, one year younger than 

me, could tell with one look how much energy I had been expending over the past few months. 

With one look she knew what I needed. Maybe it was the text that I had sent the day before 

asking: “1) Are you home tomorrow between 11 and 1? And 2) Is that tub still amazing?” But 

the point is, Annika knew how much I had been giving to other people and knew that I needed 

the comfort of those porcelain walls. 

“Good, better, best. Never let it rest. ‘Til your good is better and your better is best.” Tim 

Duncan, a professional basketball player made this quote from Saint Jerome famous. In high 

school, a different person was asked to bring an inspiring quote to practice each day. This is the 
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only one I remember. I took it to heart. I don’t think that I had ever really stopped to rest until 

that day that I climbed into that bath. 

She brought me my towel as the steaming water quickly filled the tub. It was small, but 

deep. She then brought pillows and her homework and plopped down on the ground beside the 

tub. She knows me too well. Being alone wasn’t my need. I sought the comfort of a hot bath and 

the company of a good friend. We didn’t talk until about twenty minutes later.  

“Thank you. For being here.” That was all I needed to say. We then started laughing and 

talking about practice and boys and the horrible, yet filling, dining hall food we ate every 

morning. This bath marked a new chapter in my life. It marked the beginning of making sure that 

I was getting what I needed. 

From the bath my junior year in the fall, to snuggle sessions with Emily in the spring, to 

spending hours watching Grey’s Anatomy in the summer, to quitting the crew team, to breaking 

up with my boyfriend of a year during the fall of my senior year, I was going through the trial 

and error of figuring out what made me truly happy, what was making me a better person, and 

what was holding me back. I think every athlete has a concept of the stigma that surrounds 

quitting a team. I think every person has a fear of being alone. I think that every woman, every 

person, really, should learn how to be unafraid of making decisions in their life.  

Finding My True North 

I read this book years ago. I think it was one of Oprah’s book club books. My mom and I 

used to read all of them together. It was by Bill George and was entitled, Finding Your True 

North. Since then, this aspect of engaging in self-reflection to uncover the things that inspire you, 

get you up in the morning, and make you happy has been integral to my own self-discovery. 
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Shelli Johnson, a wonderful writer, wrote in her blog, “Grab onto somebody’s hand, hold your 

breath for a bit if you have to, and do what your internal compass tells you to do.”  

 My internal compass tells me to take time for myself. It tells me to take a hot bath. But it 

also tells me to never give up on relationships and friendships. Sometimes this results in me 

staying friends with people who are more of a drain on me than anything. I used to think that 

because my parents found love at sixteen, the first person I loved was the one I was supposed to 

be with. 

 That ideology resulted in putting my next three boyfriends’ needs before my own. I 

subjugated myself to a secondary priority, believing that things would get better if I just loved 

them more, or harder, or differently. From dating a guy who blatantly told me that he was not 

good for me, to dating a guy who made me bike to his place in the rain when he wanted to see 

me (mind you, he had a car), to the guy who kept promising to change, to stop lying, to be a 

better boyfriend, I put their needs ahead of my own. I saw the boy who didn’t think he deserved 

love. I saw the recent graduate who needed someone to believe in him. And I saw the struggling 

student who had nobody to turn to. 

 I gravitate to people who need me. I now know this about myself. It’s why I didn’t apply 

for enrollment in a counseling degree program. I knew that I easily put my work and others’ 

needs ahead of my own needs. I knew it wouldn’t be the best choice right now. 

 As I’m sitting writing this SPN, I realize that it is the most still, the most calm, the most 

centered that I have been all semester. Each writing session has taken me away from the hustle 

and bustle of graduate school and into a Zen writing space where I can be reflective, challenge 

my own view of my story, and care about myself. 
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 I have written almost every word from my bed. My bed is my safe place. The only things 

I can do in this bed are sleep and write. I can’t write research papers here, nor can I read for 

class, but I can write. Most of my blog posts have been typed between these sheets. Most of my 

emails and Facebook messages to people I love have been authored right here in this blanket-

ridden, pillow-covered nest. If I had it my way, my laptop would be waterproof and I would 

write while in the tub. But the fear of electrocution or water-damage to my computer’s hard drive 

has largely kept me from doing so. So I write in my bed instead. 

Reflections on the Pieces of My Puzzle 

 I digress. 

“I took a deep breath and listened to the old bray of my heart.  I am.  I am.  I am.” ~Sylvia Plath 

 In 2003, I took a deep breath and tapped away at the keyboard on my parent’s computer. 

My assignment was to write a poem about our roots. I am. I am. I am. Revisiting this poem years 

later, I have had the opportunity to see what has changed and what has stayed the same. 

 These are my puzzle pieces. I am still from stitches, broken arms, and ouchies. I am still 

from nights staying up late reading under covers by flashlight. I am still from a dog bite, The 

Sandlot, and a dog’s love. I am still from the creaking wooden courts of Mar Vista, the dirty 

asphalt of the summer games, the sunburns, the Gatorades, the ankle sprains. I am still from the 

smell of chlorine long since gone, the rush of winning and the crush of defeat. I am still from 

trading lunches and sharing secrets. I am still from puzzle pieces and kisses goodnight. 

 The thing that has changed is my outlook on these things. I have experienced loss, guilt, 

shame, death, sorrow, and depression. But I have also experienced the joy of nostalgia, the 

wisdom of hindsight, and the excitement of new opportunities.  
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 That poem I once wrote is made up of pieces to my life’s story. That poem helps me 

discern my True North. Whenever I have needed a reminder about where I have been and where 

I want to go, I pull out my scrapbook and turn to the first page. I am from Love. That’s what it’s 

called. It reminds me to call home. To answer Lauren’s phone calls. To forgive my brother. To 

never stop telling my parents how grateful I am for their support. 

This is my True North. The gratitude that I express comes naturally. The love I feel for 

people inspires me. The passion I feel for my personal and professional path drives me. I started 

writing about the gratitude, people I love, and passion I feel during my freshman year of college. 

In my blog where I wrote these thoughts, I started to chronicle these feelings, good and bad, ups 

and downs, and I wrote, 

I have to say that I’m glad I kept this blog. I started it right after my identity crisis 

occurred. Dramatic, I know. 

I started it during the spring semester of my first year of college, right after the 

metaphorical rug of identity was pulled out from under me. Having quit basketball and 

gotten shoulder surgery that winter break, my forseeable future was unclear, unathletic, 

and rainy, since I had chosen to spend my college years in the gray Pacific North West. 

But somehow I got through it. 

I dove into writing. 

I dove into school. 

And friendships and coffee and a life far richer than I could have imagined. 

I drank beer, I stayed up late; kissed boys, crossed lines, and, for the most part, stayed out 

of trouble. 

I lived. 
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I quit something and then I allowed myself to not know who I was for a little bit. 

It took a summer of bright lights and bad choices to show me who I was, and when I 

returned to school, I did something bold. 

I took a chance on myself. 

I trusted in my mind, body, and soul to get me through my sophomore year. 

And it worked. 

And I lived. 

Why did I have to hurt my back while rowing? Every now and then I still feel angry 

about that injury. About needing to quit crew. And maybe one day those feelings will go 

away. Right now, however, I see it as having allowed me to do my grad school search my 

senior year without having to stress about missing practice or regattas or letting down my 

team. Obviously, I didn’t hurt my back thinking that I needed an out… but it sure does 

make you believe in something bigger… or in yourself. In your own power to narrate 

your own life story. In your own power to make meaning out of things that at first just 

don’t make sense. 

This is a type of reflective psychology called Narrative Therapy, which I explored at the 

end of reading Helping College Students Find Purpose. I realized that I have been doing 

this my whole life. It just makes me realize that it is a tool that I can use in my 

paraprofessional and soon to be professional work to help others find their own 

narratives. Stories have the power to move people. When we tell our stories and someone 

reads or listens to it, we are validated. Everyone deserves to be validated as a person. 

Whenever I come across a chance to talk about my sister Lauren, I do it. She cannot often 

validate her own experiences by herself, so it is up to my family and me to make sure that people 
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know who she is and what she means to us. Whenever I hear my friends reflect about meeting or 

knowing her, they always talk about the opportunity in such a positive light. They are glad to 

have met her. They are better, more understanding, more patient people because of it. I never 

pass up a chance to introduce them to Lauren, even if it’s just through a story or a recap of the 

most recent phone call. Lauren gives to people by simply existing. That’s something I strive for. 

Every day she brings the only self she knows and lives a life where she asks for what she needs 

and tries to adapt when those needs aren’t able to be met at that moment. She tries. This is her 

gift. Every day she tries. 

And every day I try to do and be my best, too. I try to be my best sister, daughter, friend, 

student, employee, and colleague. And it has led me here. Writing in my bed about the many 

pieces of my puzzle that are so intentionally but erratically placed.  

Five years ago I left home. My parents are moving soon. The house I grew up in, with the 

backyard that both my parents and brother celebrated their marriage in, will be someone else’s 

home. We will compile all of the intangible pieces to our puzzle and move them to a new home. 

They say home is where the heart is, but I say home is where ever the people are that you are 

drawn to. 

Five years ago I got to call the Pacific Northwest home. 

Five years later my parents and my brother’s growing family (he, his wife, and a baby on 

the way) are also going to call this area home. 

Five months from now I will accept a job offer in that same area. (Fingers crossed). 

Five years from now, I will get to, again, look back at all of my pieces and place them in 

the puzzle of life and make sure that they mean something. Everything happens for a reason. 
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Some things don’t reveal their reasons until much later. Some things won’t reveal their reasons 

until you ask yourself, “Why?” 

So do it. 

Place your puzzle pieces. 

Rearrange them. 

Ask questions. 

Seek answers. 

And find your own True North. 

I couldn’t live life being afraid of leaving home. I had to trust that I would make my way 

back to my family when the time is right. Now that I’ve been away from them for five years 

(excluding academic breaks), I have a renewed sense of respect for them, a renewed sense of 

energy for them, and a renewed sense of who I am to them and who they are to me. Roles are 

always changing, always evolving, but you have a say in what those roles end up meaning. 

Leave home. 

Quit something. 

Dump someone. 

Cry. 

Love people. 

Find connection. 

And then take a bath. 

After all, a hot bath solves most things. 


