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			Praise for Self Care

			“Leigh Stein’s latest novel is as decadent and brutal as a vampire facial. It’s an exposé of feel-good feminism, an indictment of contemporary capitalism, and an absolute treat to read. This book will make you laugh, gasp, and vow to get off social media for good—and it’ll understand when you can’t help but log right back on.”

			—Julia Phillips, author of National Book Award finalist Disappearing Earth

			“Self Care is a skewering mockumentary about influencer culture, internet feminism, and the infinite ways that big tech capitalizes on our worst fears and insecurities. Utterly teeming with humor, this is exactly the sort of book that Dorothy Parker would have written if she’d been reincarnated as an Instagram celebrity.”

			—Catherine Lacey, author of The Answers and Certain American States

			“Wickedly talented Leigh Stein—for my money, one of our sharpest millennial writers—knows the internet, and she’s used that intimate knowledge to write a pitch-perfect novel for our times. Self Care is a hilarious and sneakily moving send-up of what it means to try and live when every move you make is observed and dissected online, by a writer who sees the truth and says it with so much humor and heart you’ll laugh (and maybe cry) out loud.”

			—Julie Buntin, author of Marlena

			“A titillating satire about our quest for validation and the lengths that some will go to for #selfactualization, Self Care is an intelligent, delightful read that will make your mind (and epidermis!) glow.”

			—Courtney Maum, author of Touch and Costalegre

			“I couldn’t stop laughing. I loved it.”

			—Edan Lepucki, author of Woman No. 17

		

		
			Praise for The Fallback Plan

			“Beautiful, funny, thrilling, and true.”

			—Gary Shteyngart

			“Highbrow brilliant.”

			—New York

			“The Fallback Plan is to this generation what Rick Moody’s The Ice Storm was to a previous generation, and The Catcher in the Rye before that.”

			—Los Angeles Review of Books

		

	
		
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			Self Care

			Leigh Stein is the author of the acclaimed 2012 novel The Fallback Plan, a poetry collection published the same year, and the 2016 memoir, Land of Enchantment. From 2014 to 2017, she ran a secret Facebook group of forty thousand women writers, in her role as cofounder and executive director of Out of the Binders/BinderCon, a feminist nonprofit organization. She’s been called a “leading feminist” by The Washington Post and “poet laureate of The Bachelor” by The Cut.
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				Woman lives her body as seen by another.

				—Sandra Lee Bartky

				If you think the internet is terrible now, just wait a while.

				—Balk’s Third Law

			

			

		

	
		
			When’s the Last Time You Put Yourself First?
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			Maren

			By the time Devin found me, I’d been at the office for fourteen hours and was lying on a lavender velvet chaise, fortifying myself with room-temperature-staff-kitchen chardonnay that I’d poured into a “MALE TEARS” mug, scrolling through my various feeds, using multiple search terms, absorbing every abusive thing people were saying about me, @MarenGelb, M**en G**b, libtard, feminazi, stupid fucking cunt.

			I wasn’t crying. I felt pleasantly numb. With an insatiable hunger for knowing, I kept compulsively refreshing, in search of the worst. The infinite scroll prevented me from ever hitting bottom.

			The elevator ding signaled her arrival. “Babe?”

			I raised my mug in the air.

			“You’re here! People are worried about you. Your phone is off.”

			“I turned it on Do Not Disturb so I could OD on the internet in peace.”

			Devin tossed her coat over an ergonomic exercise ball chair. Her blond hair was still damp from showering after her exercise class, so I knew she wasn’t too concerned about me, not so concerned that she’d miss an opportunity to burn six hundred calories. She was wearing her “Namaslay” T-shirt.

			After a bottle of wine, I’d ditched my sweater and was down to my BreastNest, a garment I’d ordered online. It’s a spongy beige sack you can wear for support if even the idea of clasping a bra is too much.

			“Sit next to me,” I said. “You smell good.”

			“What are you drinking?”

			“Kombucha,” I said.

			I’d been working late, revising the competitive advantage slide for our pitch deck. Everyone else had gone home. The song of my inbox played at a slower tempo after dark—it was the only time of day I could get anything done. I took a break to check Twitter, and without asking anyone’s permission or doing a SWOT analysis, I made a joke. Or I thought it was a joke. Definitely an anger-based joke, I can admit that now. It seemed more obviously funny at the time.

			“What if you just deleted the tweet?” she said.

			“Too late. They already showed it on Anderson Cooper.”

			I played the clip for her on my phone. Leading feminist Maren Gelb is causing waves tonight with what some on the right are calling a dog whistle to other activists about the president’s daughter and her—I had to turn it off. I couldn’t watch it again.

			“Don’t worry,” Devin said. “No one watches Anderson Cooper.”

			“I watch Anderson Cooper.”

			“Well, you’re my elder.” Devin smiled and the highlighter around her eyes shimmered with optimism. “Give me the phone, Maren.”

			“Why, what are you going to do with it?”

			“I’m just going to babysit it while you clean up.”

			“Wait,” I snapped. My left hand was a claw that had evolved to grip this little screen until I died. “Can I show you just one?” We both knew I was stalling. “Look at this douche in Palo Alto with half a million followers, saying, ‘@MarenGelb is an example of the leadership principal when they go low, we go lower. Did I get that right? Hashtag AllLivesMatter.’ He doesn’t even know how to spell principle! ‘All Lives Matter’? Seriously? Do you see this?”

			Devin put my phone in her back pocket without even looking at the screen. I needed another drink.

			“Well,” I said, “the good news is I figured out what our competitive advantage is.”

			“Let me guess. Our badass cofounders?” She pointed at me and made her hands into a heart.

			“No.”

			“Wait, don’t tell me. Our seamless integration of sponsored content and organically sourced influencers?”

			“No,” I said. “The worse it gets—I mean the more women who are outraged and terrified and suffering—the more our user base grows. The more the network scales.”

			It was happening right now. A hundred new members a minute. The more I was attacked by right-wing trolls, the more women on the left rallied to support me. I was smart enough to retweet all the rape threats (mostly in the “too ugly to rape” genre) I was getting and ask women to create accounts at Richual, the social network Devin and I had built as a world without men—where women could actually take care of themselves.

			Richual asked: when’s the last time you put yourself first? Our app pressed a pause button on all the bullshit in daily life. You could track your meditation minutes and ounces of water consumed and REM sleep and macros and upcoming Mercury retrogrades and see who among your friends was best at prioritizing #metime, based on how many hours a day they spent on the app. It was a virtual space where @SmokyMountainHeartOpener posted videos of herself doing forearm stands in a thong leotard and @PussyGrabsBack shared photos of her feet soaking in Epsom salt after a march.

			It was the digital sanctuary where you went to unload your pain.

			We earned revenue from the brands who offered solutions to that pain: serums and creams, juices and dusts, clays and scrubs, drugs and masks, oils and enemas, scraping and purging, vaping and waxing, lifting and lengthening, straightening and defining, detox and retox, the cycle of life.

			Devin was the face of Richual. She was also the body. She was literally the “after” photo in a piece of branded content promoting a thirty-day cleanse. T-shirt slogans popped on her flat chest. Her collarbone was usually exposed and opalescent. She was small enough that she appeared appropriately human-size in photographs taken at red carpet launches, while I stood to one side like her zaftig cousin visiting from another country—the country of Wisconsin.

			Devin hid the work it took to make that body. I wore my work like a second, visible skin. Over the course of eighteen months, I’d gone from a size 8 to a 14 and upped my Zoloft prescription twice. My thighs rubbed together when I walked in a dress. The internet told me this was normal. The internet showed me ads for nontoxic anti-chafing gel.

			No one ever called us by the other’s name.

			Devin went to the beauty closet and came back with a tube of Missha Super Aqua Cell Renew Snail Sleeping Mask with 15 percent snail slime extract “from healthy snails born within five to six months” for “strengthening the skin barrier in a natural way.”

			“Try this and we’ll take a selfie and I’ll post it to my account so everyone knows you’re okay,” Devin said. She picked my wrinkled sweater off the floor and I held my arms up like a toddler, so she could dress me.

			“The tweet is gonna be good for us, you’ll see,” I said. “Don’t worry about the tweet.”

			 

			FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

			February 24, 2017

			RICHUAL CEO DEVIN AVERY WISHES COO MAREN GELB “GOOD VIBES” FOR HER RECOVERY

			Maren Gelb deeply regrets the violent language she posted on Twitter yesterday in regards to a family member of POTUS. Her tweet does not in any way reflect the values of Richual, the most inclusive community platform for women to cultivate the practice of self-care and change the world by changing ourselves. CEO Devin Avery assures the Richual community that Maren’s joke was meant to be perceived as “dark humor,” like “Melissa McCarthy,” and not as a threat to the health or safety of the first daughter.

			“Maren is the most selfless, empathic person I know,” Avery says. “I could not have done this without her as my work wife, and I’m sending so many good vibes her way.”

			In the words of one of our faves, Audre Lorde, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation. And that is an act of political warfare,” but “warfare” is up to each person to decide for herself, and at Richual, we believe that all people are human beings. We trust the community will join us in support of Maren, while she realigns her spirit and health with our core values of respite, recalibration, and resilience. #Namaste

			About Us: Richual is a pioneer in the wellness space, using social technology to connect, cure, and catalyze women to be global changemakers through the simple act of self-care.

		

	
		
			Devin

			
				Women are people.

				All people are human beings.

				Believe women.

				Do better.

				Self-care is not selfish.

				Don’t read the comments.

				You are more than a digital footprint.

				The political is personal.

				Stay woke.

				Calm the fuck down.

			

			With a single tweet, Maren had broken at least two of Richual’s Ten Commandments stenciled in fuchsia and sherbet on the wall by reception. How could she say she believed women when she didn’t believe that having a woman who could advocate for better family leave policies to her dad was a good thing for women? A girl I knew in college was now doing marketing for a startup using nanotechnology to build air filters that eradicate mold toxicity on the molecular level and the guy who had the job before her had a younger brother (adopted) who once dated Tiffany and that was how I was able to get a meeting with someone on Ivanka’s team about inviting her to join our exclusive sorority of Richual influencers, after it came to me in a dream one night, the kind of high-quality native content related to juggling entrepreneurship, motherhood, politics, and gardening she could put out there as @Fir$tDaughter, but Maren flushed that potential partnership down the toilet.

			When I asked her to at least explain the tweet to me, why she thought it was funny, she just sent me a link to an article about “punching up” in comedy and said, “Educate yourself.”

			I wasn’t mad, not after I did my rounds of kapalabhati this morning, but I was concerned. Maren practiced the least amount of self-care of anyone I knew. Imagine if the COO of Sweetgreen ate McDonald’s for lunch every day. You’d be like, Wut?

			I’d seen Maren like this before. When I met her at a retreat for solopreneurs in New Orleans, she was in a very dark place. You could tell she was one of the scholarship recipients by how I found her during the continental breakfast wrapping mini muffins in paper napkins to save in her purse for lunch. Now that I think of it, it wasn’t really a purse so much as it was a “Free Pussy Riot” tote bag. “I want to mentor that one,” I told the organizers. She was working for a charity and had come to the retreat to learn entrepreneurship so she could get better at fundraising. I wanted to do a full makeover, starting with the food types that suited her dosha, but when she showed me the charity website, we had to start there.

			“Honestly? You need to invest in a redesign,” I told her. “You only have one chance to make a first impression on me and this is not mobile-friendly. I can’t share this link with my friends and ask them to donate if it’s not cute, you know?”

			Maren put her head in her hands. I could tell I was breaking through to her by the way she was breaking down. “You want to make money, don’t you?” I asked. She nodded her head without looking at me. “Like, a lot of money, right?” Another nod.

			Overnight, she redesigned the website herself, so that it was more pink overall and the Donate Now button stood out in mint green, the color of money, not in an aggressive way but in a way that made you feel generous, like you were building Barbie’s Dreamhouse for women who were less fortunate than you.

			No matter what I suggested Maren do—including actually ask herself if she wanted to be leading a nonprofit where everyone took her for granted—she did it. We roleplayed different scenarios where she would find herself one-on-one with a woman with a high net worth. I told her the secret to asking for money was to never actually mention money at all.

			“Pretend I’m seventy-eight, I’m a widow, my name is Frances but all my friends call me Fifi, and I have a bichon frise on my lap.

			“Pretend I’m the young heiress to an alcoholic beverage distributor fortune and I grew up in a household that values philanthropy and you happen to run into me at SoulCycle in East Hampton.

			“Pretend my family built their wealth doing something very bad for the environment or something and I feel very, very guilty, and you can help me feel better.”

			Finally, I said, “Before she died, my mom started a small foundation that gives art grants in New York City. I know she would have been interested in the work you’re doing and I’d like to donate five thousand dollars.”

			“Is this part of the roleplay?”

			“No! I’m being serious.”

			Maren’s nose turned bright red and then she started to cry. I’d never seen someone so genuinely grateful about so little money. It was super satisfying, like when you’re trying to get the last glob of jelly cleanser from a tube and you’re shaking and shaking it upside down and it squirts out all at once. I wondered what it would be like to collaborate on something, if I could find us some funding. Maren could resign from her pointless job and we could do work that actually made a difference—at scale.

			The only story sexier than a woman under thirty starting a company was two women under thirty starting a company. Cover story in Fast Company, profile in the Styles section, slideshow on Vogue dot com: “Workplace as Vulva—And Why Not?” Our interior designer conceptualized our layout and decor to be a visual representation of our brand: female-facing, luxurious yet accessible, and totally transparent. Break boundaries by literally having none. My office was one of the few with walls and a door, but they were glass walls, and the door itself was just a glass wall with a handle.

			From my desk, I could see the entire floor of my small but dedicated kingdom, a dozen ladies wearing noise-canceling headphones, sitting at long marbled-pink tables, or ruining their thoracic spines on jewel-toned velvet couches. Emerald and sapphire, garnet and citrine. Even the girl we hired to be the receptionist was usually wearing headphones, which someone should really do something about.

			Last night, I told Maren she needed to take some PTO and the office definitely felt more chill without her. Probably because nothing was on fire. I put some lavender essential oil in the stone diffuser on my desk and took a deep breath. In between a lilac Pusheenicorn I got from Secret Santa and a vase of pink ranunculus, I had a little inspiration library: The Glitter Plan, Big Magic, Sparkle, You Are a Badass, You Yes You Are a Unicorn, Style Your Mind, Mind Your Magic, The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, Peace Is Every Breath: A Practice for Our Busy Lives.

			Thich Nhat Hanh says, “When another person makes you suffer, it is because he suffers deeply within himself,” and I knew that Maren must be suffering deeply. She definitely didn’t seem as grateful as she used to be. I slipped on my therapeutic gel toe separators, curled up in the papasan chair in the corner of my office, and googled burnout or depression which more dangerous and leaky gut SSRI addiction and pitta-deranged panchakarma and acting out behavior alkaline reset hormone imbalance clean recipe juice fast greens tonic.

			“Is now a good time?” Khadijah was knocking on the glass wall to my office.

			I waved her in. “Did you see the press release?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I thought it was pretty good, right?”

			“Do you want to start with the editorial calendar for the rest of Black History Month or do you want to see the slideshow of your morning routine?”

			“Slideshow! Here, you sit at my desk,” I said. I pulled my chair closer so I could see her laptop. Khadijah was SVP of editorial strategy and she’d earned every letter in that title because she did the job of, like, ten people: writing the copy, editing the copy, taking the photos, editing the photos, A/B testing the headlines, publishing eight posts a day. She was almost better at writing in my voice than I was.

			
				Ladies, I have a confession to make. When I was in college a hundred years ago, my morning routine used to go something like this: I would hit “snooze” two or three times before jumping in the shower, put my wet hair in a bun because I didn’t have the time to blow-dry, and grab a bacon, egg, and cheese from a food cart on my way to class. My chin kept breaking out and my legs were covered in patches of scaly eczema. I always felt like if I could just find an extra thirty minutes somewhere, I could catch up, but I never found it.

				Now I know that anyone who wants to actually get anything done today needs to get up before dawn, so let’s get dark with this dinacharya.

			

			“Damn, girl,” I said. “That sounds just like me.” We knew from Maren’s analytics that posts that started with “I have a confession to make” or “I have a secret to admit” or “There’s something I’ve never told anyone before” got the most traffic and elicited the most emotional responses in the comments section. “But I wonder if the eczema bit is TMI?” I was so in tune with my body that even thinking about eczema made me want to itch until I bled.

			She deleted it.

			“And we’re going to define dinacharya somewhere?”

			“In a sidebar,” she said.

			I watched over her shoulder as she flipped through the slideshow. There I was, smiling at my own reflection in my bathroom mirror, holding up my silver tongue scraper (not my actual scraper but a new one for the shoot); me in a white crop top doing ardha chandra chapasana as the sun rose above the East River, light dappling my yoga mat. In the next slide, I’m watching the sunrise out the window, holding an earthen Kintsukuroi bowl of overnight oats and chia seeds with coconut sugar.

			“Is there anything we can do about my jaw?” I tapped her screen with the tip of my nail. I hated how my underbite looked in photographs. Having spent the entirety of my twenties sharing my life on social media, I was very aware of my angles, conscious of the face I allowed the world to see.

			In Photoshop, Khadijah fixed my face one pixel at a time. When we first launched, Maren had explained to me, If we’re going to be two white girls with a startup, we can’t be two white girls who don’t know we’re white. I don’t want any press that’s like, “They didn’t get the diversity memo.” I agreed that I was white, but I didn’t feel as bad about it as Maren did. Khadijah was our very first hire. In the media kit photos, her box braids looked bananas. Maren wanted to give her 5 percent equity because of reparations, but I talked her down to 2.5.

			I still was confused about whether I was supposed to let Khadijah know that I knew she was black or if I was supposed to pretend that her blackness never crossed my mind.

			“Your skin looks great,” I said. “Are you using hyaluronic acid?”

			“Nope.”

			“Pore-refining mask?”

			“I’m not doing anything different,” she said, trying to suppress a yawn. For the shoot, she’d had to arrive at my apartment before dawn.

			“Maybe it’s just that color on you,” I said. “What is it, MAC Rebel?”

			“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll get this posted as soon as I finish editing your face.”

			“Don’t stay too late tonight, okay?”

			She’d already put her headphones back on so I wasn’t sure if she heard me.

			I should wear more lipstick, I thought, looking at myself in selfie mode on my phone. But my lips were thin, and drawing attention to them would draw attention to my jaw, which was more Samantha Bee than Reese Witherspoon. Not that I didn’t totally admire them both for being older women who were still visible in public.

			There is a typo in a headline on the site , Maren texted with a screenshot.

			
				
					You are supposed to be resting!!!!!

				

				
					I am resting. I am in bed right now.

				

				
					You are working.

				

				
					Not working, just scrolling.

				

			

			She couldn’t turn it off, not even for a day.

			Hey , I texted Evan. He was our first investor, the person who’d made all this possible. I tried to only ask him for favors when it was truly necessary.

			
				
					Sup

				

				
					Can we use your house this weekend? I think Maren needs detox.

				

				
					Am I invited?

				

			

			Ummmmmmm , I said. I knew what he was really asking, but my hands were full with Maren. Girls’ trip?

			Totes magotes , he said. Just lmk when you’re coming by for the keys.

		

	
		
			Maren

			As soon as I saw the tweet, I knew I wanted to help,” Evan said. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m okay. I mean I will be.”

			“Because I’m sorry to tell you this, but you look like shit,” he said and we both laughed. I had to laugh. In a couple of weeks, Evan and I would be in back-to-back meetings with VCs. “Sleep-deprived teen goth who swears these jeans must have shrunk in the wash” was not the best look for me to deliver our value prop. Male founders could get away with a sloppy genius aesthetic, but I had to be a brand ambassador for self-care.

			“So take the weekend—take the whole week if you need it. My parents hardly ever go up to the house anymore. Put your phone on airplane mode, light a fire, take a bath, whatever you need to get back in fighting shape. And most importantly?”

			“Yes?”

			“Don’t read the comments.”

			“Too late,” Devin and I said at the same time.

			Evan’s penthouse on Rivington was all high ceilings and right angles and cold daylight. The open kitchen had a distressed reclaimed wood light fixture with vintage Edison bulbs hanging from it, the exposed filaments like fairies trapped upside down in jars. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked a wraparound terrace and views of Lower Manhattan. Evan had made a small fortune while he was still at Wharton, when the mobile-friendly cryptocurrency trading bot he built was acquired by one of the world’s largest banks. But more people knew him as the Bachelorette runner-up who abandoned the bachelorette during the rose ceremony of the fantasy suite episode in a radical protest of the show’s amplification of toxic masculinity. “I will no longer be complicit,” he said, before ripping off his mic and riding off into the tropical night, shirtless, on a motorcycle. Girls at home, gripping their third goblets of rosé, lost their minds, googled toxic masculinity, started petitions for Evan to become the next bachelor, even as he told TMZ he was done with the franchise.

			He was our first investor and one of our most trusted advisors, the guru behind our exit strategy. Through his connections, he’d helped us raise five million in our series A.

			“Alexa!” Evan yelled in the direction of the living room. “Play the Julie Ruin.”

			“Shuffling songs by the Julie Ruin on Amazon Music,” a pleasant woman’s voice answered and a bouncy keyboard intro sounded through the speaker.

			It was only polite to stay beyond the length of a single song, let Evan show us how he synced all his home furnishings to voice-activated electronic devices.

			“Siri. What. Do. I. Have. In. The. Fridge,” he said, and photographs of a milk carton, a hunk of cheese, and a six-pack of Stella scrolled across the screen of his iPhone. “This has integrated functionality with synchronous voice activation and live feed from the interior cameras. I get notifications when I’m out of beer. My boy Jay? He’s at Samsung now. I get beta versions of everything.”

			“Is it just me or is the future men yelling at computers named after women? And the woman always answering with a smile in her voice?” I said.

			“Who’s yelling?”

			“You’re commanding,” Devin suggested.

			“I’m sure there’s a setting to change the gender of the AI.”

			I didn’t think he was right, but I also had to be careful about how many times a day I told other people they were wrong. I had to give Evan credit—he was one of the first people to really get what Devin and I were trying to do. A couple of years before, we were naive and arrogant enough to think that our idea would be a no-brainer for female angel investors, but we got no after no after no. Their wellness portfolio was full, or they didn’t see the need for yet another social media platform they would have to check and monitor (no, it’s a community, we insisted), or we couldn’t convince them that self-care was a concept that could be packaged, marketed, sold. We lost one pitch competition to an app that would tell you how long the line was for each women’s restroom at a venue like Madison Square Garden; their “revenue model” was to run ads for antiperspirant and low-cal Moscato. The founders were two energetic white guys wearing short-sleeved shirts buttoned up to their necks and Clark Kent glasses. If you really want to disrupt women’s restrooms, I thought, just add more fucking stalls.

			Along the upstairs hallway Evan had a series of framed movie posters: Kill Bill, Mad Max: Fury Road, Silence of the Lambs, Thelma and Louise, Erin Brockovich. I could almost hear the ghostly cries of all the girls Evan led down this hall: OMG, I love that movie.

			“Bedroom TV up!” he yelled and I watched from the doorway to the master as a flatscreen rose slowly from the bench at the foot of the bed.

			Devin raised her eyebrows at me, trying to encourage more enthusiasm on my end. Don’t you want to be rich, rich like this? This was an aspirational field trip, to show us what was possible, if we kept up the grind.

			My fantasies were almost too boring to put on a vision board: Pay off $68,000 of student loan debt from NYU. Get my mom a new car to replace her 2002 Saturn. Buy an item from Duane Reade that cost more than twenty dollars without first checking my bank account balance.

			Richual was making money, but we were putting it all back into the company. “You have to spend money to make money!” Evan liked to remind us; he was always getting on my case for trying to cut costs in any way. “This isn’t a 501(c)(3), Maren. You’re in the weeds again.”

			But I liked being in the
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