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			The entire year I was twenty-six, I told people I was twenty-seven. Not because I wanted to be older (I did not) but because I simply forgot my exact age. I am terrible with time, dates, and numbers. This is my way of telling you that I tried my best to be accurate with my timeline, relying on my journals, my Google Doc, Instagram, friends, and family to help suss out the correct order of events during my self-care journey, but there’s always the chance I screwed up along the way. In some cases, when it served the narrative or when I felt like you didn’t need to hang around for the tenth time as I repeated the same fucking mistake in my life, I rearranged or compressed the timeline.

			Additionally, I changed names and identifying characteristics and used composite characters when I thought it was the gentle, respectful thing to do. If, however, you somehow recognize yourself in these pages in a way that makes you think, Ugh, that wasn’t my finest moment, welcome to how I felt.

			I tried to show myself, fully. In all things, I let truth, vulnerability, and kindness guide me.

			—TARA SCHUSTER

		

	
		
		
			
			Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.

				—Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway

			

		

	
		
		
			
			THE CHAOS RITUALS

			And the Day I Decided to Grow Myself Up

			
				So This Is Rock Bottom

				It’s three P.M. and I’ve just woken up on top of my aggressively floral duvet, fully dressed. I’m in my best “Girls’ Night Out” ensemble: black Spanx, black tights, and a black sequined Forever 21 number that looks particularly cheap in daylight. I’m sweaty AF. I pull my hair as hard as I can to offset the pain of my crushing migraine. There is an uneaten, unexplained grilled cheese sandwich lying next to me. This is not a good look.

				This is the wreckage after my twenty-fifth birthday. I can’t recall the night before beyond a haze of dancing and some of the usual light sobbing. I should smoke weed, I think. I should blur this moment out and drift away on a cloud of smoke. But recently, weed has been making me sick. I think I’ve smoked my lifetime’s allotment, and now my once trusty crutch gives me heartburn and paranoia. Plus, the weed is all the way in my bathroom-slash-closet-slash-study, which I can see just beyond the kitchen-slash-hallway-slash-dining-room of my studio apartment. That ten-foot walk seems like too much right now.

				
				I grab my iPhone—THANK THE LORD I have not lost it again!—to Yelp “breakfast sandwich delivery.” I see I have three missed calls and voicemails from my therapist. The therapist who seemed to be the only doctor on the isle of Manhattan, and possibly on planet Earth, willing to take my insurance. Why would she be calling me on a Saturday night? Supz weird. I listen to the messages.

				Message one:

				
					“Hi Tara, it’s Dr. Goldstein. I haven’t heard back from you so I’m recommending you go to the hospital, okay? Are you listening to me? There is no shame in that. You need to be around people right now. Nothing matters except for your safety, okay? Please, call me when you get this.”

				

				Whaaat? What an extreme message. Why would Dr. Goldstein leave something so creepy and ominous? Why would I go to the hospital?!

				Message deleted.

				Message two:

				
					“Tara, it’s me again, Dr. Goldstein trying to reach you. Listen, I’m going to bed soon, but I need you to call me. Okay? I’m concerned. Really, really concerned. Are you alone? Do you have friends you can be with? Please call me as soon as you get this.”

				

				Okay, what the actual fuck? Why was she trying to reach me last night? Think, Tara, think!

				
				Message deleted.

				Message three:

				
					“Hi Tara, it’s Dr. Goldstein. I got your message, and, through the tears, I could hear how much pain you’re in. I’m so sorry you are feeling this way on your birthday. I’m really worried about you. You said you feel unbearably sad and that you hate yourself. You said there is nothing left to hope for and you don’t see a way out, but Tara, I just have to say, there is so much to live for. There is a healthy part of you. That part of you called me and reached out. The healthy part wants to survive and shine. Are you thinking of hurting yourself? That’s what’s really concerning me. I’ve just never heard you this desperate. Please don’t do anything rash. I promise, you will get through this. Call me back as soon as you get this.”

				

				Oh my God. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.

				I drunk-dialed my therapist.

				I drunk-dialed my therapist and apparently wanted to hurt myself, and she, a woman who is perma-calm, whom I have never seen without a cup of tea and a placid smile, was so disturbed that she thought I should check myself into a hospital. WHAT HAVE I DONE?

				The memories of the past night come flooding in like a tall wave I can’t swim over. Here I am at my birthday dinner with my BFF drinking an unknown number of dirty martinis. Here she is ditching me early. Here I am dancing alone in a museum feeling sorry for myself. Here is a security guard telling me “The party is over, miss” before escorting me out. Here I am feeling super pathetic. Here is…a blur…and…I don’t know how I got home exactly? Here I am taking drunk, sad selfies, posing in front of my bathroom mirror. Here I am in said bathroom alternating between crying and vomiting over the toilet.

				
				I feel a shame that sparks in my belly, creeps up my chest, and sets my heart on fire with hate. I hate myself. I hate the things I do. I hate my body. I hate this double life of being “good” at work and “bad” at life. I’ve always been dogged about getting ahead, in school and in my job, so it’s always looked like everything is okay, but things are decidedly not okay. I’m humiliated that I’m the type of person who is so out of control that she drunk-dials her therapist. I’m exhausted in my guts. I’m worn down from the hate and the drinking and the smoking and the crying and the just living from one crisis to the next crisis and I am SoTiredSoAshamedSoDesperate. This is a life I can no longer live. This is a life that will kill me.

			

			
				Here Are Some Jokes

				Okay, I don’t really have any jokes. I’m not a great joke-teller, I’m sorry to say. I just feel like that got real dark real fast, and I want to have a moment with you where I can tell you directly that you have nothing to worry about. That mess of a girl no longer lives here. She grew up. She healed.

				I am, in fact, stable now, and on a perfect day, when I am drinking a latte and wearing a feather-light, perfectly layered Zara scarf, I am joyful. Blissed-out even. I have a schmancy job in comedy that I adore. I have fulfilling friendships with people I find both fascinating and kind. I’m no longer crippled by the fear that I will a) become one of my parents, b) murder one of my parents, or c) go crazy and do all of the above. Because guess what? I am going to do none of the above! What a victory!

				The book you are currently holding in your hands is the story of how I grew myself up from a self-hating-mess-wreck-disaster-out-of-control person to a happy-stable-grateful-gleeful-let’s-go-on-an-adventure person. I wrote it because I think that within my stories of learning how to take care of myself you will find tried and true, practical, enjoyable tools for your own self-care and healing. By sharing my discoveries, I think I can save you a little hurt and give you some direction on what can be a confusing, frustrating road. Why should you trust me, tho? For all you know I’ve never faced a real challenge in my life beyond getting too wasted and being kicked out of a museum party. For all you know I had a perfect white-picket-fence childhood where my mom and dad fully supported me and a cloud never blew past our home. And in some ways, you’re right. I was privileged. I went to private schools where I excelled (still paying off that debt, tho, yikes), I had a roof over my head, and there was always food on the table. But I also spent the majority of my childhood either neglected or emotionally abused by my parents. I had no capable adults to show me how to grow up, much less nurture me. I was privileged, but I was not parented. And by the time I turned twenty-five, the only dependable habits I had learned were figuring out new and interesting ways to spend my days anxious, scared, and constantly on the verge of emotional implosion. I needed to find a way forward. I wanted a life I could enjoy—or at least deal with—but I didn’t understand how I might build that life.

				
				I think there are a lot of us out there. People who didn’t have THE WORST CHILDHOODS EVER, people who had it “pretty good” but nevertheless find themselves regularly crying in their cubicles at work. We’ve achieved the outward markers of a happy, lucky life, but underneath it all, we’re terrible at truly living. We walk around with overwhelming anxiety and emotional pain, and then we feel guilt and shame because “I didn’t have it that bad—I should be fine!” My answer to you is No. You do not have to be fine. If you went through some shit, even if it was “minor,” and it’s affecting your life, then you deserve to deal with that shit. Period.

				
				That is why I am with you now: because I’ve been there. I’ve been in that sunken, wretched, sad place. I worked like hell to climb out and bathe myself in the sunlight of healing. I spent years creating a blueprint for emotional recovery, and now I believe I can offer you lifesaving tips on self-care and how not to treat your mind and body like a flaming human garbage can. I think it would help if you knew a little more about me, though, so, as briefly as I can, let me explain where I began.

			

			
				Things Came to My House to Die

				When I was growing up, a family of deer died in our lap pool. Since we lived in a canyon full of wildlife (or as much wildlife as Los Angeles has to offer), it was not unusual to see a deer, a coyote, or a rattlesnake in the backyard. The assumption—with the dead deer—was that the papa deer put his head down to drink some water, lost his balance, and fell in. The mama deer probably tried to help him, and the baby deer followed suit. They couldn’t find a way out of the pool, so they all drowned. My dad made the unhappy discovery the next morning while stepping into the pool to swim his daily laps. As a four-year-old, I remember seeing the waterlogged deer laid out on a blue tarp as animal control services tried to figure out how to get them out of our backyard.

				Coco the Himalayan cat died. Light, our next Himalayan cat, died and so did her litter of three kittens. Iggy the iguana died just days after we brought him back from Petco. It took us a while to notice, though; we thought iguanas were just really still. My parakeet “disappeared” the way a dissident might in a South American country. One day she was there squawking too loudly and the next, my parents told me she had “gone to a better place.” The mice from my science experiment died. All of the plants died: the fig tree, the bougainvillea, the nursery of orchids that had come free with purchase of the house. The home was not under some mysterious hex—plants, animals, and children alike were shamefully neglected, unloved, and undernourished. My sister, Diana, and I somehow made it out alive.

				
				Our house was built on a literally shaky foundation. An earthquake-prone, landslide-endangered foundation. There was always some construction project to “save the house” under way—some new retaining wall that needed to be installed or a new pylon to erect. The roof had been built too flat and without proper drainage, so whenever it rained, there was the threat of the whole ceiling collapsing. A thick, water-buckled crack in the middle of the white plaster above our heads served as a daily reminder that the seams of the house were vulnerable.

				My mom and dad, a busy doctor and lawyer, never really noticed how dire the condition of the house was because they were rarely home. They only made visits to HQ long enough to drag my little sister and me into the fog of war that was their marriage. Much like Vietnam, no one was really sure why they were in it or what victory would mean, but for thirteen years they soldiered on.

				Let me paint you a picture: Saturday nights were reserved for “family” outings to see a movie. Deciding what movie to watch was a grueling process. “Richard, Goodfellas isn’t APPROPRIATE; it’s TOO VIOLENT. YOU HAVE NO BOUNDARIES!” my mother would scream. “Oh, but MISERY is a good choice?!” he would retort. “YOU’RE CRAZY!” At the age of five, I would sit with my arms folded, watching the verbal assault, wondering if maybe there was a way to hurry this up so we could all get on with our lives. After the adults finally landed on Misery, an R-rated film in which Kathy Bates traps and abuses an injured and recovering James Caan, my parents would then proceed to viciously attack each other in the car about how late we were going to be. “CAROL, why can’t you be on time for anything?” “FUCK YOU, RICHARD! FUCK YOU! I’M NEVER LATE; YOU’RE SUCH A LIAR!” my mom would volley back. I would sit in the backseat attempting to melt away.

				
				By the time we’d make it to the movie theater, fifteen to twenty minutes late, we would shimmy into our seats in front of the other Misery enthusiasts. I would sit between my parents as a buffer zone/holder of the popcorn, which had also, of course, been a fight to select. My dad would shout at my mom, “YOU DON’T NEED BUTTER ADDED TO THE POPCORN, CAROL; YOU’RE ALREADY FAT!” Unbuttered it would be. Once we were settled, my mom would whip out her Toshiba laptop, which in the 1990s was the size of a large briefcase, and begin to do work. What work did she need to do during the movie she had selected and brought her family to, you ask? No clue. But as the people around hissed that the screen was too bright and the typing obnoxious, she would loudly whisper back, “I’m a doctor; I have important work to do.”

				I never really thought of myself as a “child” to my parents. I thought of myself more as their disempowered supervisor, a put-upon boss in charge of underqualified nepotism hires. I couldn’t fire them, so I had to find work-arounds. Sometimes, after school, I would be dropped off at my mom’s gynecology office. Instead of coloring or doing whatever it is children at the age of eight do (I would not know), I would arrive ready to take control. I’d kick the receptionist out of her swivel chair and answer the phones. I would take appointments, console women who were nervous about their upcoming surgeries, run circles around the staff demanding that they “work harder and better.” I would admonish anyone who seemed like they weren’t pulling their own weight. “That was a pretty long cigarette break, Kathleen. And while we’re at it…smoking isn’t exactly healthy. You should think about what that choice looks like for this office.” I thought I was in control. I thought it was my job to fix my parents’ lives, which, even to an eight-year-old, were clearly unraveling.

				

				—

				
				But the truth was, I wasn’t doing so hot myself. I was constantly inundated with messages that something was “wrong” with me. For instance, my mother relentlessly told me I was dyslexic. “There’s just something not right in your brain, or you’re just lazy. I’m not sure, but it’s awful and a huge problem and you’re going to have to repeat the third grade,” she would tell me. These words would not be followed by caring action or investigation or perhaps even a visit to the doctor to find out if indeed I was dyslexic. Instead, the accusations were just left there for me to absorb as unassailable fact. While I was never actually held back in school, I believed my mom that there was something intrinsically wrong with me, and I lived my life on edge that other people would find out and, somehow, I’d be punished for it. Would this be the year I’d be condemned, kicked out of school? Would this be the spelling lesson in which it’d finally be revealed how stupid I was?

				All of the disorder I felt in my own life, I enacted on anything smaller than me. I was mean to Diana and cruel toward pets, and for as long as I could remember, I had been in therapy for “acting out.” By the age of ten, I had become so used to the school intercom blaring the words “Tara Schuster, please come to the front office” that I began to have a sixth sense for when I might be called to confess my sins. On these visits, I would be met by a school counselor or social worker who would ask me questions about my family. In a small, private room, they would ask in a hushed, super-serious tone, “So, how are things with your mom and dad?” People could see the chaos of our home, I guess, and they would leave anonymous tips for Child Protective Services to investigate. “Are you eating enough?” Yes, I have a stash of candy under my bed if you wanna take a look. “Does anyone hit or physically assault anyone in your house?” Not that I know of, but I mostly lock myself in my room and turn on the TV to max volume to drown out the screaming. “Do your parents fight more than average?” Well, what’s average? They just fight all the time. I hated these meetings. They felt like a condemnation, further evidence that there was something fundamentally unacceptable about me. The social worker’s questions danced around the core of the problem: My parents simply did not know, or have the capacity to learn, how to take care of children. Sure, we ate, but were we nurtured? It was more like we were fed a steady diet of neglect, instability, and shouting. It never once occurred to me that the social worker might be able to help me, or that maybe things actually were bad at home. This was just my life: surviving my time in my falling-apart, death-ridden house and evading questions from the authorities at school.

				

				—

				
				By the time I was ten, my dad ran a “family” restaurant, which he was embarrassed to have his actual family visit. I can’t blame him. The place was country music–themed, and when you entered, it was through the gaping mouth of a two-story, neon Wurlitzer jukebox. This led directly into a grand, if artificial, “country desert” scene with a cornflower-blue, fiber-optic star-studded night sky. One evening, as we were walking in through the front hall, my mom almost slipped and fell on the freshly mopped floor. “I COULD HAVE DIED!” she wailed. Though she had not actually fallen, she proceeded to lie down on the ground and refuse to move until help arrived. She screamed to anyone who would listen that she had a lawsuit against “RICHARD SCHUSTER, THE OWNER OF THIS UNSAFE PLACE!”

				
				After my mom’s tantrum passed, we sat down to eat a dinner of ribs. My parents were fighting so loudly that the poor waiters didn’t know what to do. Yes, they wanted to serve their boss cheese bread and show him how attentive they were, but, no, they did not want to be anywhere near our table of doom. While my parents screamed about how “broke” they were and how “crazy” the other was, the resident balloon artist of the restaurant approached our table. I think he sensed something was awry and thought that, through his elastic craft, he could make a difference. Maybe, through balloon animals, he could show us the meaning of family? He began to design two balloon crowns, each with a white swan sitting on top. The swans were kissing, and their interlocked orange beaks connected the hats together. These were balloon hats of unity and love. “Go ahead, put them on,” he said, motioning to my parents. They refused. “That hat is stupid,” my mom scoffed. My dad just looked away, not wanting to be seen. I begged them to put on the hats; I began to cry, “PLEASE, PLEASE JUST PUT ON THE HATS. YOU LOVE EACH OTHER!” I was having a full-blown meltdown, willing love into existence, and in an attempt to calm me, my parents dutifully, unhappily put on the hats. With the swan crowns atop their heads, my mom looked at my dad and loudly whispered, “I want a divorce, Richard.”

			

			
				
				Here Are Some More Jokes

				Again, I have no jokes. I KNOW. I shouldn’t be deflecting. That all sounded pretty bleak, but that’s exactly why I’m here: to report to you from the other side. If I could go from a neglected little girl to a miserable, self-destructive, drunk-dialing-her-therapist twentysomething to a well-adjusted, HAPPY (a word I never dreamed would apply to me), stable, enjoying-her-life, successful adult, well, then most anyone can. You, in particular, most def can. What you are about to read is a guide to healing your traumas, big and small, in the pursuit of creating a life you will adore and be proud of. You don’t need to have had a mess-wreck-disaster childhood like mine for these tools to work for you. These lessons in self-care will be useful even if you had super-stellar parents who nurtured the shit out of you. This book is for anyone who simply needs to take better care of themselves—anyone who wants to lead a life they choose, embrace, and fucking love. It is my wish that the following stories will offer you a practical, reassuring, relatable, hopefully funny, sometimes sad guide to ultimately learning to love yourself in a non-throw-up-in-your-mouth-it’s-so-cheesy way. I call this kind of self-care “re-parenting,”*1 a process in which you figure out what nurturing you still need and then give it to yourself. Even those of us who are all grown up still have room to become the people we want to be.

				The afternoon after my twenty-fifth birthday I knew I had to change my life. My past had shaped me into this mess in Spanx with no standards and no core. I was super good at surviving but super terrible at living. I wanted a life that I could enjoy. I wanted a life where I felt good and like I was enough. But, sitting on my bed that day with dried puke in my hair, that goal felt far beyond my reach.

				
				How could I change? I couldn’t even change a vacuum filter without complaining about it for two years before sucking it up and dealing with the dusty disaster that had accumulated.*2 I didn’t have the funds for an Eat Pray Love–style journey of healing and self-discovery. I also—again—didn’t have THE WORST childhood in the world and I kinda felt like a fraud for being such a mess. But I decided it was time to stop comparing my pain to others’, time to quit telling myself that I shouldn’t feel this way, and time to start focusing on how I actually did feel, because that was real. I hated my life and wanted a better one. But how would I figure myself out? What values did I believe in? What were my principles? What were vegetables?

				Sitting in bed, I took out a notepad and wrote down the things I did know:

				
						
						I knew I didn’t have great parents. Not the kind who nurture you and teach you how to lead a stable life. No new parents were coming to the rescue either. I was not the secret daughter of a royal family (truly a bummer). I had no adult role models on which I could rely or mentors to guide me. If I sincerely wanted a different life, I would have to learn to take care of myself. I would have to take full responsibility for my life and well-being.

					

						
						I knew my damage wasn’t something I could ignore and just move past. I couldn’t avoid it any longer. I wanted to know what my wounds were and apply a salve of glitter, kindness, and forgiveness to them one by one. I had recently heard the saying “Sunlight is the best disinfectant,” and that’s exactly what I wanted for my past emotional injuries. I would have to re-parent myself and give myself the support I never had. I just needed to start trying any advice, anything I read or heard or even imagined might work. I decided I would take notes in a Google Doc so I could track my own progress. Maybe by writing it all down, I’d be able to see what direction I was heading in. Maybe not. I didn’t have any answers—yet—but at least I could start asking questions.

					

						
						I knew I would like some poached eggs and avocado toast with a side of industrial-strength ibuprofen, please and thank you.

					

				

				In these stories you will find honest, tested, not-impossibly-difficult ways to re-parent and care for yourself. I’m not interested in giving you theoretical, “out there” advice from a place on high. I’ve been at the ground floor with you, and this is my offering. I went through hell, took notes, learned my lessons, and, now, it is my deepest wish that the tools I developed will work for you. At a minimum, I think you will laugh. With me. Hopefully not at me.

				I’m really happy to be with you right now.

				I think the way you are doing your hair today is lovely. I mean, I always like the way you do it, but today, it’s next level.

				LOVE AND KISSES AND LOTS OF GLITTER,

				TARA

				A.K.A. T$ (GO AHEAD AND CALL ME THAT)

			

		

		
			*1  Many years later, I googled “re-parenting” and found out this term also refers to a specific therapeutic practice. I know approximately zero about that. When I talk about “re-parenting” in this book, I’m referring to the hacked-together way I comforted and cared for myself over the course of many years.

			*2  I recently bought a vacuum cleaner that has NO filter to avoid this grimy situation.

		

	
		
		
			
			I

			THE MIND RITUALS

			It's Not Too Late to Heal Your Thoughts

		

	
		
		
			
			Be the Best at the Worst

			Start Where You Are

			AT COMEDY CENTRAL, WHERE I have worked for the past ten years, we have an intern lunch during which our group of hardworking, sweet, so-clueless-I-have-become-embarrassed-that-I-was-ever-that-young interns can ask us executives for advice. The questions are usually the same.

			
				Q: How do you deal with being a woman in Hollywood?

				A: Um…Do you have ten hours to talk and not in this room full of my dude colleagues?

				Q: How do you make a “good” TV show?

				A: No idea. All I do is find the most talented people I can, say a prayer, and get out of the way. Anyone who tells you differently, or that they have some secret sauce, is probably an egomaniac.

				Q: How did you get your first big break?

				A: I was at my own intern lunch at The Daily Show with Jon Stewart when a fellow intern asked that very same question. I had never worked in television before, and I was in awe of the rigor of that show. Jon*1 was there every day, the entire day, overseeing everything. And the people around him were just so smart. They were the adults you wanted to be: single-minded in their dedication to their work, rushing about in a manner that screamed importance, and totally uninterested in us, the lowly interns. When we finally had our official time to sit with Jon, another intern asked him what his first “big break” was. Jon very quickly, very firmly responded: “There are no big breaks. There are only a series of tiny, little breaks. The key is to work your hardest and do your best at every little break.” Jon Stewart is/was/will forever be my hero, and so I took his words, swallowed them, and tried to make them part of me.

				
				That entire semester at The Daily Show I made it my mission to be the best at the worst of jobs, with the hope that I might find my own little break. When I noticed that a correspondent wanted oatmeal every day but by the time he got into the office it had all been eaten,*2 I saved him packets and put them on his desk with a bowl and a spoon. When I saw that the permanent staff was genuinely annoyed by the interns who constantly did “bits,” trying to out-funny one another in a misguided attempt to “get discovered,” I decided to be quiet and polite. My greatest contribution, however, was cleaning the capsule coffee machine.

				Every afternoon after rehearsal, Jon would make himself an iced coffee in a little kitchen nook outside the studio door. I noticed that the machine was often dirty, out of water, or—even worse—broken, and I imagined how annoyed that must make Jon. Here he was trying to get one of the funniest, most important shows on the air, and he couldn’t even get a mediocre capsule coffee? Not on my watch! I saw my first little break.

				
				I treated that machine like a precious object, cleaning it, refilling it, pulling it apart, putting it back together, making sure it was perfect. I read online how to fix the machine and practiced at home by buying a similar model. I spent a good part of my day making sure the thing was in order so there would never be a time when Jon couldn’t have a little coffee. It didn’t occur to me then that I was being pretty intense-bordering-on-psychotic about the machine; instead, I saw this as my way to make a contribution to a show I loved. If I wasn’t going to be a writer on the show, if I was just a lowly intern, at least I could be the lowly intern who could be called upon at any point to fix the single most important item in any creative environment: the coffee machine. I don’t know if it was cleaning the coffee machine or my polite quietness that impressed the producers, but at the end of the semester, they helped me get an entry-level job at Comedy Central. The rest of my career sprung directly from that decision to be the best at something that seemed like the worst.

			

			Today, I tell young people who ask for professional advice to be the best at the worst. Take whatever weird little opportunity you have and maximize the fuck out of it. In a best-case scenario, someone cool will notice. In a worst-case scenario, you will notice and feel pride knowing you are doing a good job, even if the task sucks. Simply put: Start where you are without worrying too much about how far you have to go.

			After my twenty-fifth birthday, on my floral duvet, I decided to start where I was. I knew that when it came to healing my own mind, I would have to apply the same persistence, care, and attention I brought to that coffee machine. I would have to show up, figure out what was wrong with the water tank, and work like hell to fix it. I would have to be vigilant and patient, knowing that for no reason at all, sometimes the machine would have a total meltdown and refuse to work, and I’d be left with an ominous red light staring me in the face. While I didn’t have an owner’s manual to my own mind, I did have a quote from Jay-Z to guide me: “Only thing to stop me is me, and I’ma stop when the hook start.” I ardently believe in the first part; I don’t totally know what he means about the hook starting.

			
			Start where you are. Wherever you are. Be the best at the worst.

		

		
			*1  I do not know Jon Stewart as “Jon.” That would be insane.

			*2  Probably by we, the servile, free-food-greedy interns. I gained at least fifteen pounds in bagel weight during this internship.

		

	
		
		
			
			Writing It Down Saved My Life

			Connect to Your Innermost Self

			BY TWENTY-FIVE, I KNEW I was damaged, but I wasn’t totally sure how. Just what exactly was my problem? That shameful drunk-dial to my therapist was just one of many “not okay,” “Are you even being a real fucking person right now?” ways I had acted recently. Many days at work, where I was kicking ass at my entry-level job, I would find myself uncontrollably weeping in my cubicle. I would be in the middle of logging stand-up videos when I would feel tears well up from an inexplicable pit of sadness within me. I would look at my snotty, sobbing reflection in the computer monitor and think, What are you doing? The walls of my cubicle insulated me from outsiders just long enough for me to make my way to the personal call room and have a proper cry.

			These meltdowns followed me through the office and into the streets of Manhattan, where I often played the role of “girl mysteriously crying on your stoop.” I also played the part of “girl encumbered by too many bags about to burst into tears because the train is slightly delayed/there is a long line to buy a sandwich/any little thing has gone wrong.” I was raw with feelings of extreme unease that manifested into a persistent, slightly dizzy feeling, like I was living outside my body. Was I sick? I seemed to have a permanent headache that throbbed at the base of my cervical spine, then crawled up my neck, wrapped itself around my skull, and finally settled its claws into two painful points above my ears. I had no clue what to do about all of the tears, the sadness, the headaches, the physical and mental pain. I didn’t understand any of it or where it was coming from.

			
			Growing up, fantasizing and creating new stories for myself had been my refuge from the anarchy of my life. From as early as I can remember, I would perform little plays or look for ways to act the part of someone else. When my parents would take me out on their date nights, I would quickly flee our table in order to play the role of “adult friend” to the diners around us. Eight years old and pulsating with tenacity, I would compliment women, telling them, “You are very pretty!” I would ask men, “Are you a sexist, misogynist pig?” I had heard from my mom that this was a very big deal and I wanted to catch any “sexists” and “misogynists” in my midst. The adult couples would politely indulge me as I asked questions like “Do you have enough sex?” or “How do you keep your love life fresh?” The grown-ups would usually burst into surprised laughter before giving me a very PG answer (“Relationships are work”) and looking for my parents. As soon as I got home, I would write down the stories I had heard from the adult world and then perform them in front of my mirror.

			I became so enamored with interrogating grown-ups and telling their stories that my mom briefly set up a cable-access television show for me. Girl Talk was filmed in an exam room of her medical office. A pink construction-paper mural covered in puffy paint designs of flowers and hearts hid a gynecological exam chair. On the show, I would interview such luminaries as my mom’s personal trainer, Kim, a bodybuilder with a short blond ponytail and greased-up, Day-Glo orange limbs. I would catch any patient in the hall and ask/demand that she be a guest on my “very important, very popular, very funny television show.”*1 A stunning number of people agreed. My mother canceled my show, not due to poor ratings (because we didn’t have any ratings) but because she needed her exam room back. That’s Hollywood, kiddo.

			
			With my show canceled, I began keeping my own journal. It was full of the musings of a child prodigy: “Jamie Belsky-Briley is 11 out of 10 HOT”; “I would marry Luke Perry, eff Jason Priestley, and kill Ian Ziering (duh)”; “I’m scared to leave my room because my parents are screaming and I don’t want to see them but I ALSO really want to GET OUT OF MY ROOM because mom said the world is full of rapists and murderers who want to kidnap me and I think one is plotting to break in through my bedroom window! How do I escape?” My journal was a safe place where I could be vulnerable and write about how my world felt: violent, tumultuous, confusing, and dangerous.

			My diary was something I kept only for me and hid in my candy stockpile under my bed. One day, a family friend walked into my room as I was writing in it. She was a self-described “Wiccan witch” who once “cursed” my father, but I, for some reason, trusted her as the only “normal” adult I knew. (Kind of shows you the lack of reasonable grown-ups I had to choose from, huh?) “What do you have there?” she asked. I confessed that I was keeping a journal where I was tracking everything going wrong around me. My parents were just beginning their divorce, and somehow, just by writing in my little purple-and-green-paisley-cloth-covered diary, I felt some relief. “That’s great you’re keeping a journal, honey, can I see it?” The request felt a little odd, but so was everything else going on in that house. I agreed. As she skimmed through the pages, reading my secrets, my lies, my truths, my whole body throbbed with one thought: NO, NO, NO, IT’S MINE.

			
			She took my journal straight to my mother, who then told me she was going to ENTER IT INTO MY PARENTS’ DIVORCE PROCEEDINGS as evidence that I was a liar. Here, my mother insisted, was proof that I, a twelve-year-old, was not a credible witness, and that if I were to testify in the divorce, whatever I said should be discounted. My innermost thoughts had been used to shame me, and I still feel a sharp pang of grief and betrayal when I think about this. After that incident, even though I had loved making my own stories, even though I had found a respite in journaling, I decided it was too dangerous for me and I stopped writing altogether. What if someone exposed my thoughts again?

			But after the night of my disgraceful twenty-fifth birthday, when I was attempting to pick up the pieces of my life, I went to drinks (Good call, right? Keep drinking? Oy) with my best friend*2 Isabelle to ask what she thought was wrong with me. She had been present for so much of my recent out-of-control behavior, had been by my side on so many nights as I bawled over glasses of wine in various bars, and so I thought maybe she would have some insights into what was going awry. “I’m not really sure; you never share what’s going on with you or your family. It’s almost like you’re hiding it.” “DUH, ISABELLE,” I wanted to shout. Didn’t she know it wasn’t safe to share anything about my past? I just smiled at her and replied, “Yeah, it’s boring to talk about old history.”

			
			“Well, if you can’t talk to me about it, I think you should read The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron. It’s like a twelve-step program toward recovering your inner child. You do exercises to uncover and heal your traumas and learn prayers toward a more abundant universe.”

			“Recovering your inner child?” I scoffed. “Prayers toward the universe? Does it come with Tibetan prayer beads and my own guru too?” I snidely asked.

			“I mean, yeah, it’s a little cheesy, but wouldn’t you rather be a little cheesy than crying and not sleeping and just feeling like shit all of the time?”

			I reluctantly bought and then flipped through the pages of The Artist’s Way, and among the exercises, I came upon a tool for creativity called “The Morning Pages.” Every morning, before you’ve had time to think, before you hit up Instagram, before you check out how many likes your photo of a perfectly carved pumpkin has received on Facebook, you word-vomit your thoughts onto three pages of paper. Every morning. THREE pages. Single spaced. You simply scribble down whatever flows out of you, without editing, without thinking, without worrying. This seemed similar to journaling and therefore off-limits/dumb/dangerous to me, but it wasn’t journaling; it was “The Morning Pages.” Huge difference. The book explained how this practice was a way to get in touch with your core feelings by forcing you, in writing, to become aware of and engaged with the innermost self.

			My first thought was Who has the time, every day, to write THREE pages? It seemed like a pretty overwhelming burden. But, again, I was at a point in my life where, on a good day, I was openly sobbing on the subway. Okay. I would try it, but I would keep the notebook hidden away in my nightstand, under magazines and my television remote control. No one would find it there.

			
			In the beginning, my Morning Pages were unbearably boring. They mostly listed complaints: “Why can’t you get up half an hour earlier? If only you woke up at 8:30, then you wouldn’t be rushing to do these stupid pages before work!!” Or I listed errands I had to run: “YOU MUST BUY TOILET PAPER INSTEAD OF USING PAPER TOWELS FROM THE KITCHEN!!! YOU DESERVE TOILET PAPER.” As I continued to write, however, sharp fears began to emerge: “You will fail.” “You have no good ideas.” “If you aren’t professionally successful yet, you never will be.” It was as if some force within me was moving my pen across the page, exposing worries I hadn’t yet been aware of. “You will never find someone who loves you and you will be alone forever. You don’t deserve love.” Yikes. I hadn’t been writing in my journal for more than a week and I was already confronted with the deep-seated and inescapable dreads of that neglected little girl at my core. The one who grew up in a house where things came to die, the one who was never comforted or taught how to take care of herself. As I wrote, it felt like I was receiving DMs from my soul. Secret, semi-sneaky messages from my most vulnerable center, nudging me toward the places I needed to heal. This was my little survivor voice, a soft cry from deep within me, someone who knew exactly where I needed to comfort myself. I thought it was going to be difficult to unpack all of my trauma, but here were all of my scariest thoughts, top of mind and easy to excavate.

			One morning, totally unexpectedly, I wrote about my childhood dog, Giya, whom I hadn’t consciously thought about in years. She was a black standard poodle, almost the size of a small pony. Giya was smart, she was kind, her fur was cut into poofs at her paws and tail that I would run my fingers through, wondering how a dog could have hair like spun silk. At the age of eleven, I thought she was the height of sophistication and elegance. My parents had fought viciously about buying her. “CAROL, you’ll never take care of a dog; you barely take care of yourself!” my dad had screamed. “FUCK YOU, RICHARD, I can buy a dog if I want!” my mom had shot back in her usual chill manner. My mom brought home our dog without my dad’s approval and introduced my sister and me to Giya. Since my mom had bought Giya just before their divorce, the dog, like Diana and me, was predictably, sadly, unforgivably forsaken. One day she ran away and, rather than look for her, my parents just shrugged their shoulders and said it wasn’t worth the search. I remember thinking, If I were to go missing, would anyone look for me?

			
			I canvassed the neighborhood with my babysitter, knocking on doors and asking if anyone had seen Giya. When we reached Mrs. Miller’s house, I peeked in her front windows and saw my dog running to the front door to say hello. YAY! We had found Giya and could bring her home! Mrs. Miller, however, had other plans. “You don’t deserve this dog. Your family doesn’t take care of her, so I will,” she simply explained. I had no recourse, no adult who could intervene to save the dog. So I left her there.

			For years, when I was asked if I ever had a dog growing up, I deflected and “joked” about how mine had been “kidnapped” when I was young. But as I wrote about it in my journal, I found that this wasn’t some hilarious detail from my “odd” childhood. It was something that deeply bothered me. I had never mourned the loss of Giya, so in my notebook, I let myself admit that it still upset me. I wrote about how scary and disorienting it was that, at the time, no adult had stepped in to help me. With my pen, I touched the sadness and the anger of my eleven-year-old self, the self that was confused, already heartbroken from life, scared, and probably wearing an ill-advised crop top. Since Giya, I had developed a fear of dogs in general, and I never felt like I could talk to anyone about this. It almost seems like a sin not to love dogs today. Since I was expressing all of this on paper, however, I risked nobody’s judgment. I let myself get curious about why this was coming up for me now. Did I feel jealous of Giya in some way? That she had made her way to a loving home? Or, could this be why I had developed a fear of dogs, because I was too afraid that if I ever loved a dog again, I would lose it? I decided I would try to make a playdate with a Cavalier King Charles spaniel that belonged to a friend of mine. For some reason, that dog didn’t scare me, and I felt like that might be a good baby step. It felt so good to finally have that fear out of my head and on paper. No longer was this some issue stewing in the back of my mind. I could deal with it because I was aware of it. I’m telling you, there is nothing so awful that you can’t confront it if it’s written in a notebook with a golden spine and a peony-decorated front cover.

			
			Inspired by Tara Brach’s meditation, “The R-A-I-N of Self-Compassion,”*3 I’ve built a tool for you to effectively excavate past wounds in a way that isn’t totally draining-and-soul-crushing-and-why-oh-why-am-I-even-doing-this-to-myself?

			
					
					Admit the thought or feeling you’re having, no matter how dark, petty, or seemingly insignificant. Permit the feeling or thought to exist even if it’s something as small as “An ex reached out today and it made me feel uncomfortable thinking about all the what-ifs,” or as large as “It’s always bothered me that my dad isn’t much of a hugger. I haven’t ever really talked about this, but I always wanted to be held.”

				

					
					Touch all of the feels associated with that thought. This is the time to vent to your heart’s content. For example, “It’s not fair that my ex reached out after he promised to give me some distance. Was the douchebag really trying to ‘wish me well’? HE SUCKS! I’m still furious about how he broke up with me.” Or maybe it’s “I wish I had been hugged. I still feel sad that I wasn’t. I feel angry too! Parents should hug their kids!” Give in to how you actually feel. Don’t resist or deny your feelings; allow them to exist. Resistance adds kerosene to our flaming emotions. Pause and put the butane down.

				

					
					Get curious about why this is coming up for you now: “Maybe I’m feeling heightened emotions because my BFF Sarah is moving in with her boyfriend….I’m happy for her, but I feel a little hollow space inside of me when I think about how in love they seem to be, how they laugh so much, and how not in love I am right now.” Or maybe it’s “I realize I’m having trouble being intimate altogether and wonder if it has something to do with my childhood.” Keep questioning yourself. Sometimes it can take a while to get answers. But you are getting into the practice of becoming self-aware. You have to know the wound to heal the wound! An easy question that always works—though you might have to ask it a few times—is “Why am I feeling this way?”

				

					
					Commit to a healing action. A real one. It doesn’t have to be big. If your ex reached out and it upset you, maybe you get to put on your favorite moisturizing Sephora face mask while you remind yourself that he’s the kind of guy who likes to stir shit up. Maybe you take yourself on a romantic date at the new hip place down the street with great bar seating. If your dad didn’t hug you and it’s bothering you now, maybe it’s time to go get a massage or ask your BFF for a big old hug.

				

					
					Finish your emotional mining with this affirmation: “I am lucky to deal with this issue now instead of letting it fester. The shimmering, platinum lining is:” and then fill in why it’s a good thing, a great thing, a fucking miracle that you are dealing with this right now. That which you do not deal with deals with you. Always.

				

			

			In addition to working out your past traumas (small and large), I’ve found that journaling can give you physical relief and peace. I know this because when I don’t write in the morning, I feel tense and can be savage and mean. I become the bitch in line at Starbucks who is sneering and rolling her eyes while you take too long to order your drink. It’s Starbucks. How do you not know what you want to order? When you journal, you don’t have to carry your fears and anxieties with you all day and inadvertently unleash them on innocent bystanders. THANK GOD!

			Keeping a diary is not only a way to deal with your “issues,” however; it’s also a practice that makes space for your dreams and wishes. STAY WITH ME, DEAREST READER; THIS WON’T BE THAT CHEESY! Somewhere along the way, I had given up on the idea that I could have a remarkable, joyous life. I was stuck in a rat-race mind-set, cluttered with anxious thoughts like You are a failure on all levels and You will never find romantic love and How are you so lazy that you haven’t picked up your dry cleaning for three weeks?! Those thoughts took up almost ALL of my mental space. But by putting my worries on the page, now I had room for dreams, too, and a place to pay attention to them. “Maybe I could work with great artists,” I wrote one day. “In my fantasy career, I would be writing and creating. Is there a job where I can be Tina Fey? Well, you know, not HER, but you get it,” I wrote. “In my ideal life, I am living in Los Angeles with a home office and desk that looks out over my own backyard.” I wanted to move to LA? And have a yard? Since when?

			
			Until I started journaling, I didn’t realize that I had put such a low ceiling on what I thought my life could be. The daily writing gave me a broom to poke and lift up the roof I had built over my mind. Journaling gets you in touch with what I like to call your “Oprah Mind.” A mind that is expansive, abundant, and full of possibility. Your Oprah Mind will win an Oscar, write a book, write ten books. It will make the ballsy move of ending a hugely successful TV show to start a TV network if it damn well pleases. This mind is as boundless as the night’s sky. Do you think Oprah spends all day consumed by her worries? Hell no. She has an empire to run and new ventures to imagine and put into action. She dreams and thinks BIG, and that’s

			
			
			
			
			
			
			A List of Ways to NOT Avoid Journaling in the Morning

			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			Writing Prompts to Jump-Start Your Inner DM

			Sometimes, getting started journaling seems really daunting. Where does one even begin? You begin exactly where you are, my dear. Here are some prompts to use as jumper cables for your writing. Let’s go!
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