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“A Letter to My Younger Self” is a series of letters from awesome women to their younger

selves—telling them, just when they need to hear it most—what it takes to become the

doers and dreamers and builders they’re meant to be.

Dear 10-year-old Danielle (a.k.a. Dani-Doodles),

I find myself thinking about you from time to time, wondering how you would feel

about my life now. That confident and introspective little girl on top of the monkey

bars, listening to Des’ree on a new portable CD player during recess. Right now,

you’re listening carefully to the lyrics of your favorite song, catching glimpses of

other kids laughing and playing in the sand below.

You repeat Des’ree’s words in your head until they’re committed to memory:

“Time’s much too short to be livin’ somebody else’s life.” Pay attention. These lyrics are

going to take on a deeper meaning for you later.

Every time you look up into the stars, you feel a sense of awe. The explorer within

you wonders what’s really out there and when you can go see it for yourself. Even

now, before you learn about astronomy and astrophysics, you know that when you

grow up, you want to be an astronaut. And you know that someday, you want to

help a lot of people. That adventurous curiosity and drive to make the world a

better place never goes away, even though at times the urge to “fit in” and be

“successful”—whatever that means—will distract you temporarily.

***

In 6th grade, when you take your first physics class, you’ll be surprised by how fun

it is—like playing a game or solving a puzzle. It comes so naturally to you, just like

math always did. It’s going to be confusing when the 8th graders in your class bug

you for help.

As it turns out, this stuff isn’t easy for everybody. You’re going to be a nerd,

Doodles—embrace it now! In high school, you’ll have a lot of fun at the parties, but

you’ll want to sneak out to finish your homework. Trust that instinct. It’s a good

one! Somewhere along the way, I promise that calling yourself a nerd will start to

feel like a badge of honor.

In college, you’ll get used to sticking out as one of three women in a class of 150

students. The classes in college will be a lot tougher than 6th grade physics, but

hang in there! Let your excitement about learning new things help you overcome

the fear of not being able to figure it out. In your first internship, you’ll learn that in

the “real world,” people treat you differently as a female engineer; they are

skeptical of what you can do since they haven’t seen many women in that kind of

job before. This is your best training ground. You figure out a simple and effective

solution: just show them what you are capable of and you will earn their respect

naturally.

In your first job after college you’ll be one of only four women on a team of 40.

This helps you discover a new strength. You know how you get in trouble for

talking in class sometimes? Well, it turns out that your ability to communicate is a

gift! In this job you’ll realize that you have a unique ability to explain intricate math

and science details to people who aren’t engineers.

Where we work now, there are still more male engineers than female, but it doesn’t

make a difference in the attention you receive or the respect you get. This path may

be more challenging as a girl at times, but you will figure out along the way that

everyone has to earn the respect of others. In the end, we are all on the same team.

***

Right now, for you, future success means being happy, laughing, and—one day—

reaching your goal of becoming an astronaut. If only you could have written me a

letter to remind me of that…

The lines that define “success” get a little blurry as we grow up. One of the biggest

struggles you’ll face is feeling like you have to focus on the path most likely to lead

to prestige and stability, even if it means putting your personal purpose on hold.

You will start to gravitate towards facing bigger challenges throughout life;

including picking the hardest classes in school and taking the most technical jobs.

That drive to always challenge yourself will get tricky—it gets hard to tell if you are

doing something because you want to prove that you can or because it makes your

heart happy.

I know it’s hard to believe right now. But one day you’ll wake up and ask yourself,

“When did I become a missile analyst?” In your mid twenties, Des’ree’s words will

come back to you and you’ll ask yourself, “Whose life am I living?”

To get some perspective, you’ll take a much-needed vacation from a job that feels

like it belongs to someone else. Out there on a surfboard, you’ll feel better than

you ever have—like the adventurer you always dreamed you would be. Just past the

wave breaks, you’ll find your true self. It’s there that the real question becomes

clear: you are “successful” by everyone else’s standards, but what about your own?

One night, you’ll look up at the sky, remembering what it felt like to be—well—you,

a kid, glimpsing those same stars and wondering when you’ll be able to get up there

and see them up close. You’ll realize life is so, so precious, and you’ll want to

experience everything it has to offer.

Trust me: The stars will lead you to your true path.

You’ll see that honoring only your nerdy side is short-sighted. You’ll ask yourself,

“What about the adventures I said I would have? What happened to my sense of

purpose?”

Many of those answers, Dani, are at SpaceX. I’ve been working here for three and a

half years, and for me it’s a perfect balance between nerdiness, adventure, and

purpose in my work. I fly a spaceship called Dragon these days—no kidding! I’m

part of a small team that operates Dragon from the control room, bringing cargo to

and from the International Space Station, and so far, I’ve helped get Dragon into

space and back down safely seven times and counting.

I work with astronauts on a daily basis. They’re intelligent, dedicated, courageous

individuals—they remind me a lot of you! I get to dream up new ways for them to

communicate with Dragon and with the people in the control room. I lead a small

team that designs the information that goes on the touchscreens inside Dragon.

(Believe it or not, your super-fancy portable CD player isn’t all that technologically

advanced anymore. A lot is going to change in the next 20 years.)

Just like the world around you, your passions will always be evolving—and will

expand even beyond your love for space. In time, you’ll also commit yourself to

healing the earth by growing your own food and to teaching others how to

find physical and mental balance through yoga and meditation. The truth is, there

is room for all of this within you: a love of math, a love for adventure, and a passion

to help make the world a better place.

So, Dani-Doodles, promise me this: Always ask yourself, “What makes my heart

happy?” and let the answer lead you to whatever inspires you then. Deal? For now, I

am making it possible for others to reach the stars and to explore the unexplored.

And, who knows, I might even get up there myself one day.

Thank you for showing me the way,

Danielle

P.S. I go by Danielle now, but some people at work like to call me Doodles. It’s a

great reminder of you. 

Illustration by Tuesday Bassen
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“A Letter to My Younger Self” is a series of letters from awesome women to their younger

selves—telling them, just when they need to hear it most—what it takes to become the

doers and dreamers and builders they’re meant to be.

13-year-old Sana!

It’s me, older-age-that-I-won’t-reveal Sana! Well, an older, but—I hate to break it to

you—not much taller version of you. (So, word to the wise, you actually can ignore

your mother’s warnings about not drinking enough milk, since it really won’t help

us with the genetics we’ve been dealt.)

I am writing to you from our future. And while I know you’re totally nerding out

right now (“Is time travel feasible like I always thought?” “Do hoverboards ever

become a thing?”), you need to put that Archie comic down and listen because I

come with a very important message that will save you a lot of teenage agita. (Also,

“no” on the time travel so far, but I think scientists are real close to figuring out

hoverboards. Huzzah!)

Right about now you’re worried about a few things. You don’t really have any

friends and you’re not sure if it’s because of your serious brown-skin complex or

the fact that you haven’t figured out how to be a “girl” yet. Either way, you’re a

loner. Those kids who snickered at you in English class are a hanging metaphor for

your social inadequacy, and they stick with you every time you search for a solitary

corner in the cafeteria. Looking up from your sad lunch-time junction, you notice

one more girl has found a boy and wonder if you’ll ever be allowed to go on a date

—or why everyone around you is more grown-up than you will ever be.

You want to be them… but you also know you can’t be.

Because your world is full of parchment paper and inkblots; charcoal imprints you

leave on your curry-tainted clothes as you fall asleep amidst your desperately

grandiose etchings. With your nose in a book, your head goes off to magical places

inhabited by the dauntless heroes you yearn to be. You live in a land you can’t see,

but one that is brighter and more beautiful than anything outside your bedroom

door. For you, a leather-bound journal and a stack of hand-me-down books are your

fortresses. You sink behind them, unabashed and free. 

This is your safe space—your kingdom of solitude and possibility protecting you

from everyone and everything that you’re afraid of. Eventually, though, you'll

realize that the real villain you need to overcome is more insidious than anyone

you'll meet in the real world, and invisible to boot.

His name is Doubt. 

Doubt forces you to disrespect your roots and dishonor who you know you are.

Doubt demands you to question your gender and what it allows you to do. So,

you’ll manage to crawl back in your skin every so often, but it doesn’t quite fit. It

shifts uncomfortably around you as your insides writhe in frustration—because

Doubt always reminds you of the dividing lines between you and them. Not male

enough. Not white enough. Not good enough.

Enough.

’Cuz gurrrl, you got this.

In a few years, all that noise will fade to a hum as you begin to make good on a

promise to yourself. A promise to capture those visions you’ve been secretly

chasing. You’ll meet your favorite English teacher who will help you wield the

written word as passionately as you devour it. You’ll become precise and

purposeful through language. You’ll come closer to your unveiling.

Doubt still lingers in dark corners, but you’ll endure. A voice keeps telling you

there’s more to seek, more to seize. I’m that voice waiting for you to arrive. Keep

running. You’re so damn close.

Questions remain, but your own answers will become more resolute. You’ll begin to

carve yourself into shape. The status quo is unacceptable; you’ll make your own

rules. Keep questioning. You’ve almost figured it out.

You’ll fall more in love with comics like X-Men as they give you solace, finding

connections with “mutants” like you. You’ll recognize that hero and heroine are the

same exact word with two different spellings. You’ll realize heroes only find

themselves in their weakest moments.

As you begin to find yourself, you also find your real friends, long-lost soulmates

who are amazed by you as they challenge you. You’ll feel your skin beginning to

settle down. You’ll dance. Actually dance because it’s freeing and you’re really good

at it. You’ll keep reading and drawing power from invisible allies. You’ll discover

what pride truly is, redefining words like different and weird to mean unique and

groundbreaking.

You’ll remember Sana means light and radiance.

You’ll bring that with you to every job you have, until finally you reach the gates of

a wonderland built from childhood fantasies.

You will tell stories—amazing, fantastic, incredible stories that celebrate the power

of the misfit and the power of the human spirit. You will meet mentors who will

inspire you and embolden you. Listen to them. You will meet artists who astound

you and challenge you. Play with them.  

And then you’ll meet a young girl named Kamala Khan

Kamala Khan
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Kamala Khan

Kamala Khan
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Kamala Khan, a superhero and the first of

her kind, who will stun the world while she charms it. She’ll remind you of

everything you once were—and help you share your story so that no one will ever

feel as alone as you once did.

And Doubt? Oh, he’ll be visiting every so often. When your comics expertise is

questioned because you’re a woman. When you worry you sound more witchy than

confident. When you’re told your two X chromosomes give you special treatment.

But Doubt is no longer a threat—he’s your fuel. He represents everything and every

person you have wanted to prove wrong for the last three decades. He will keep

whispering, but he will not win.

(And man, will you love your brown skin.)

Love us like whoa,

Sana
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“A Letter to My Younger Self” is a series of letters from awesome women to their younger

selves—telling them, just when they need to hear it most—what it takes to become the

doers and dreamers and builders they’re meant to be.

Dear 17-year-old-Melissa,

It’s me! (I mean you.) Does this letter find you fluffing your permed-up, double-

decker bangs with one hand and eating a spoonful of chunky peanut butter topped

with Gushers with the other? I hope so. Oh us.

It’s 20 years later. I live in Los Angeles now but I’m back in Syracuse visiting Mom

for the holidays. She’s selling the house and said, “All I want for Christmas is for

you to please God finally get your crap out of the basement.”

It was going okay until I came across this box, almost too heavy to move. Full of all

the trophies, plaques, ribbons, rings and certificates that you’re currently killing

yourself to acquire. There’s so much shiny, sharp hardware and primary-colored

nylon it’s like a Medieval Times threw up in here. Suddenly, my face is wet with

tears and I desperately want to hug you. Because I know what’s behind all of this.

You leave prom early so you can get to a basketball tournament in Albany. You beat

yourself into an emotional pulp for anything less than 100 percent on Regents

exams. For missing the last shot at semi-finals in Glens Falls. For that time you

confuse effect with affect in Mrs. Tully’s class.

One Friday night when you and your sister are fighting, Mom says, “TOBY! You’re

not allowed to go to that party tonight.  And MELISSA! You’re not allowed to

study.”

You think that being a perfectionist is an honorable thing—the path to true love,

professional success and a house in the Hamptons guarded by a Rhodesian

Ridgeback named Sir Licks-a-Lot. But my close, personal friend Don Draper said it

about happiness and the same holds true here: What’s winning but a moment before

you need more winning?

That box will never be full because it’s a black hole in disguise.

Where did your perfectionism come from?

Exhibit A: You’re the middle child between a bonafide genius IQ and “the

Muppet”—a.k.a. most adorable kid alive. You needed a way to assert your place in

the family and you’re too afraid of piercings to make it as a Goth.

Exhibit B: You have parents from hardscrabble roots who worked tremendously

hard to give you the opportunities they never had growing up. So earn it. Cut to:

Dad’s childhood home. Single light bulb in kitchen.

Exhibit C: You’re 6 feet 4 inches tall—literally, could you stick out any more? You

hope that winning will protect you from the boy who wrote FREAK on your

election poster (“Reach New Heights, Vote for Melissa!”) And from the Queen Bee

who obliterated your confidence as you strutted down the hall in your brand-new

size 12 Sambas. Perfectionism is your shield (“How could I be a loser if I quite

obviously do nothing but win?”) and rocket ship to transport you to some faraway

land where you belong (Denmark, maybe?)

It’ll take you more than a decade to embrace becoming a filmmaker and writer. It’s

harder for you because being an artist entails two things you categorically hate:

messiness and not winning. It’s like placing a cat into a tub of water. You scratch and

claw and want nothing more than a nice office and 401(k) but the stories you need

to tell won’t leave you alone. They ambush you around corners.

The good news is that once you accept your path, you will fail a whole lot.

To turn on the light and shake hands with the boogieman named Monsieur Failuré

is the only antidote. He’s not that bad a guy; it’s the fear of him that’s the problem.

It’s not fun hearing ‘no’ from every distributor in town, or, “You’re just a little too

raw for us.” It breaks your heart when South by Southwest says, “Your film almost

made the cut!” twice in a row on projects that took three and four years apiece to

create.

But you acquire something more valuable than notches on your lipstick case:

GRIT.  Bottom line, kid: In order to live your best life, you must let go of your idea

of a perfect life.

A year from now you’ll accept a full basketball scholarship to UNC Chapel Hill.

You’ll then give it up and transfer to Harvard where you captain the team but tear

your ACL and suffer a disappointing finish to your athletic career. Yet, riding the

pine and truly observing the game proves invaluable training for your career as a

documentary filmmaker. You’ll risk your life’s savings on your first film, believe all

is lost, but ultimately sell it to Showtime. You’ll direct films for ESPN and work

with Eva Longoria and John Singleton. You’ll embarrass yourself in a fan-girl pile of

goo when you meet Steve James and thank him for making Hoop Dreams, but he’ll

be cool about it.

You’ll work a billion hours a week, have many breakdowns and eat a lot of cereal

for dinner. But you’ll travel the world with your films and connect with people.

You’ll make a humorous, autobiographical film about dating as a tall woman. After

screenings when strangers approach you like a sister you’ll know, undoubtedly, that

you have chosen a hard road, but a true road.

I’m more weathered these days, a little beaten up. But I’m also tougher and smarter

and sexier, dang it. I listen to myself first and everyone else second. I like this

version of us better.

Still, I say I’m a “recovering perfectionist” because I’m always at risk for falling

back into old habits. So I vigilantly embrace my abundant flaws instead of being

shamed by them. Sometimes, in the great Navajo rug tradition, I’ll even make a

mistake on porpoise.

This means that the older I get the more of a rebel I become. We’re Benjamin

Button-ing! Our old woman self is sure to be boss—with hot pink hair and a neck

tattoo that reads: Practice makes imperfect. I hope she sends me a letter soon.

***

I saved a couple awards to remember you by and carried that box outside to the

curb. It was snowing—those famous fat Syracuse flakes that make everything look

clean for a day. Before long the box was an indistinguishable white mound next to

last night’s Thai dinner remains.

When I got home to sunny LA I was introduced at an event as “an award-winning

filmmaker.”

Everyone clapped and smiled. The old fix. Sure, it felt good—but not too good. I

know better—and that’s my prize hardest won. Besides, I’m too busy thinking

about the next project: my first attempt at a scripted film. Almost everyone fails at

this. 

Let’s get messy,

Melissa

P.S. That Queen Bee will send you something now commonly known as a "friend

request."  And Denmark is beautiful.

Illustration by Tuesday Bassen

Join GOOD + GAP in empowering girls everywhere through a series of inspiring stories.

Tell us yours and use the hashtag #heyworld.
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