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Dedication

To my Gma, thank you for supporting my wildest dreams without hesitation.

I miss you always.

To Mari and Yara, always feel free to be you.

I love you always.
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Preface

I grew up being rocked to sleep by the lullaby of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. Cars drove by all day and all night and trucks would hit large bumps in the road, sounding like a huge collision. This all happened right outside my window in Fort Greene, and I was so used to it that when I left New York, I couldn’t sleep for a while because of how quiet it was. Sirens and the general noise of Brooklyn streets were a comfort for me. It’s such a metaphor for life because the noise, if it’s all you’re used to, becomes home and the quiet can feel otherworldly and take time to adjust to.

I knew early on that I wanted to create a life for myself that looked very different from what was around me. I was born with the feeling of wanting to create a life that felt as good as it looked. But I also struggled with finding people whom I could relate to growing up. It felt like there were people who were successful because they were really smart or people who were successful because they were really beautiful, and although life is much more complex than those two categories, as a child I bought into the belief that I needed to be a genius or a model to have a good life. This belief stayed with me and because I didn’t believe I fell into either category, I worried my dream of a fulfilling life wouldn’t come true. Even though I knew I was smart, I didn’t carry that knowing with me as if it was a part of me, and isn’t that the case sometimes in life? Where we know something to be true about ourselves, but because we don’t fully believe it or acknowledge it, we might find it tough to hold on to as a strength we actually possess. One thing I was able to hold on to was that I loved to write and I knew that I wanted to help people, so I committed myself to finding ways I could do that.

A year after graduating from high school, I joined the military to change my environment, but also because at the time I thought it was the only way I could get an education while also having a job. While in the Air Force, I went through training to become a victim advocate for my base and spent two years supporting people who’d been victims of a crime. I helped them navigate through everything from sexual assault to child abuse and domestic violence. Although my job was to primarily help them fill out paperwork in the beginning, I never did just that because I knew they needed more. I felt like there should be resources not only for financial support but assistance to ensure they had access to mental health services as well.

I set out to re-create the way victim advocacy was done on my base and in such a bureaucratic system like the military, I began to connect people to resources throughout the country that helped them gain access to what they each individually needed. I recognized that when people had access and support, anything was possible. I learned that with community I didn’t have to have all the answers, I just had to be able to connect people to what they needed. I realized that being able to listen to their stories, no matter how tough their experiences were, provided ease and support to them and I knew it was something I wanted to continue to do. The seed to help others heal was planted in me from that moment. But even then I knew that I would need to start my own healing journey as well.

I began to imagine what life would feel like if I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to do. I explored how my life would be impacted if I was able to choose what I said yes or no to. I invited myself to consider what my relationships would feel like if I wasn’t doing what I thought I should be doing and instead chose only what felt right to me. This honestly felt impossible at the time. Not only did I not know a single person who was living this way, I fully bought into the mind-set that attempting to live for me was incredibly selfish. What about everyone else and who would be there for them? I’d always think to myself. But I began to question the idea of that “selfishness” because I knew that the way I was currently serving others wasn’t working, so how could I serve myself? What would this look like? I didn’t know at the time, but I began and continued the journey of finding out how it would feel for me.







Most of us don’t know what our healing journey will change in our lives when we get started. We just hope that the change that occurs creates more ease and peace than we had when we began.







Most of us don’t know what our healing journey will change in our lives when we get started. We just hope that the change that occurs creates more ease and peace than we had when we began. We commit to our healing to make room for who we want to be. And to make room for our joy, we’re usually invited to clear some stuff out. For me, those first few years of my journey included some tough conversations, big adjustments, and major overhauls. But it also helped me to gain clarity on who I was, stand firmly in what I wanted, and move forward with my intention to teach and support others on their healing journeys.

After going through many immersive trainings as well as a coaching program, I began developing my own way of teaching self-healing. My intention is to empower people to learn how to come back to themselves and remember the power we have to choose what we want while communicating what we need. The lessons shared in this book changed my life, but they’ve also helped me to teach so many people how to shift their own lives. And even now, when I decide to bravely choose myself, I lean back on these very tools to remind me why it’s important to commit to me. I hope this book will be carried with you, highlighted, dog-eared, and tabbed with a fierce knowing that you can start from wherever you are as many times as you need to.

The changes are possible no matter where you’re from or where you are in your life right now. The tiny steps you’re taking matter. The big steps you’re taking matter. And even though you might be committing to this journey without a bit of certainty, as I know I did, ask yourself: What would it feel like to take a chance on giving myself what I say I want? What would it feel like to not settle in any way? What would my life be like if from this moment on, I chose me in each moment and every way that I could?




Introduction

I sat at my living room table wondering why I was feeling so overwhelmed with my life, saying to myself, “I’ve been teaching boundaries for so long. Why am I still so overwhelmed?” As I sat there stewing in my to-do lists, my commitments, and my unanswered text messages, I immediately began to think to myself, Okay, Yasmine, slow down. Let’s ground. What do you feel like you need in this moment? I decided to begin recording a voice memo, which is one of my favorite ways of journaling because there’s so much power in speaking how you feel out loud, especially when there’s no one on the receiving end to listen. As I spoke, I shared that I felt like sugar that was recklessly taken out of a jar and spilled all over the place. I could sense the parts of me that were spilled, that I’d never be able to find or reclaim. It was interesting because, even though I knew my sugar was in a jar that was supposed to keep my energy safe and the jar served as a boundary to my energy, I also knew that despite these boundaries people still had access to my sugar anyway. As I thought about all of the directions I felt I was being pulled in, I could clearly see that the sugar was in cracks and crevices on the countertop, stuck in the ridges around the jar, and I could also see that the reason people were able to keep coming into my kitchen and accessing my jar was because I was allowing them to by not having a lid on it. My sugar jar was completely open and available for whoever wanted access to me. Even though I told myself that I didn’t want to keep overcommitting and people-pleasing, I kept saying yes without truly checking in with whether I had enough sugar to give. I realized that boundaries should go way beyond just my safety and protecting the interactions I had with others and that I needed to reframe the way I set boundaries around my time, my energy, my money, and all the other areas of my life. After having the visual of the sugar jar, I could easily see where all of “me” was going.

I was shocked. “I’m literally all over the place. I need to call my power back to me,” I said to myself while frantically looking for a pen and paper to begin to jot this down:


	Say no

	Use your voice

	Give to yourself, too

	Always check within

	Resist the urge to over-give



I stared at the page and said out loud to myself: “I thought I dealt with this. I thought this part of my healing journey was done.”

Although I felt overwhelmed by realizing that I was about to revisit an area of healing that I thought I was finished with (and honestly thinking I was “done” should’ve been the sign to me that I wasn’t), I also felt empowered. As a healer, I recognized that if this was coming up again, then I was ready for another iteration of learning. I saw that my sugar jar was damn near empty. And not only that, but there was also a mess on my countertop around the sugar jar, on the floor, and in my whole kitchen. So I got to work, revamping my energetic kitchen and letting in some more light. Cleaning the floor and letting go of the fact that there would be granules of sugar (my energy) I’d probably never be able to reach in certain cracks or crevices. I wiped down the counter, cleaned off the jar, and looked around.

“I need to change the locks or something because not everyone needs access to this kitchen,” I again shared out loud to myself. I began writing a list of whom I’d always allow to have access and another list where I’d need to remove access and instead require permission each time. Then I closed my jar and created a plan to refill it at least halfway to begin. I doubled down on scheduling all the things that I knew would rejuvenate me and thus my jar. I also had to cancel and say no to things that I knew would drain all the work I’d just put in. And then I began the over-five-year journey of learning about my sugar, my jar, and my kitchen. What filled me up? What drained me? What experiences in my life caused leaks or cracks? What commitments were using more sugar than I realized? What boundaries did I need to set? Did I even like the color of these kitchen walls? How could I ensure that my jar was the size I needed to feel grounded, safe, and supported? How could I ensure that the atmosphere around my jar, which was my lovely kitchen, would be a place where I always felt safe? When I didn’t feel safe, what did I need to learn to be able to speak up or act on my own behalf?

This moment completely impacted me and shifted my life, and after sharing it with others, I realized it was helping them, too. The Sugar Jar shows you another way to begin to look at how your energy is being used by yourself and others. Sugar can be used with intention to make many wonderful things or it can be accessed without care and become very messy and hard to manage. The sugar jar journey starts on the inside and eventually impacts all the ways we show up outside ourselves because everything that we need to care for ourselves internally and externally also impacts our jar.

In this book, I talk about tapping into our awareness, saying no to performing, boundaries, parenting, healing as a Black person, and so much more. For each topic, I share insights as to how your sugar jar is being impacted based on the decisions you make and how you can shift your choices to create a life that isn’t overwhelming and instead feels like a warm inviting kitchen, with a full sugar jar that is ready to commit and give to everything that actually matters to you.

So with that I invite you to ask yourself this question: How’s my sugar jar?




1

The Sugar Jar

I remember ƒeeling like I couldn’t add one more thing to my to-do list. I’d just had a baby, and after my maternity leave ended, I felt like I was immediately thrust from the cocoon that I had created for myself to heal and adjust to my new world of two kids into the real, full-blown calendar-event heavy-hustle-filled world again. I was building my business as a self-healing teacher and writer, and to my surprise it was growing faster than I’d expected. I was excited for the growth but also feeling the weight of everything that needed to be done in every area of my life. I was getting invites for parties, trips, and dinners from every direction. At the time, I felt like “I should see this as a good thing, I should be enjoying this,” which kept me from accessing how I was really feeling in that moment. Even though I was healthy, my baby was healthy, my oldest daughter was thriving, my business was growing, and people wanted to hire me, I was absolutely overwhelmed. I always thought that this kind of busyness and success was when I would feel “full,” but instead I was feeling depleted. I didn’t understand this at all. I kept asking myself, Why was this too much? What’s wrong with me? I honestly thought that this was the lifestyle I wanted.

When I had that big moment of actualization in my kitchen about my sugar jar, and I realized that not only was it empty, but it was empty because of my choices, I was at a loss for words. My energy, money, time, resources, space, and ideas, all the parts of me, were being used at the max because I was saying yes to all of it. There was rarely anything left for me. And when there was some of my energy left for me, I was often the one ready to give it away. In retrospect, I realized that having sugar in my jar felt uncomfortable, because having an empty jar was my normal. I was unconsciously always willing to give it away.

This was in complete contrast to the story I was telling myself. My story was that the people who were coming in and out of my kitchen were doing so without my permission and that they were taking from me. The truth was that yes, people were coming in and going out of my kitchen, but it was because I left the door open and the lid off my jar. I was allowing them to take, and I was showing up to give when I wanted to say no.

When I discovered my sugar jar, I was in awe of how it helped me to see, understand, and adjust what was working for me and what wasn’t. When I think about the things that weren’t working for me before that moment, it was often the everyday invites, adulting, and tasks that I’d feel nervous about saying no to because of the potential backlash. Instead of saying no or adjusting my yes based on what I needed, I’d resentfully go along with the plan, thinking that it was the easier option, telling myself the story that it was the person who invited me or presented the ask who was inconsiderate of my time or energy when actually it was my responsibility to be clear with myself on what I needed and then make decisions based on my needs.

For example, let’s say I was invited to a friend’s party that started at 8:00 p.m. and ended at midnight. Let’s also add that the friend shared with me that they were so excited that I was coming and that “their birthday wouldn’t be the same” without me there. Before the Sugar Jar, I would’ve:


	Been excited to be invited but nervous about the time I’d be getting home based on my schedule.

	Worried about how I’d be able to get everything done before I left for the party.

	Probably felt some resentment about how late the party was starting and how I had to be there to not let my friend down.



I would have focused on all the external things taking place rather than looking at what I needed and what I could control within myself. I wouldn’t have realized the power I had to put parameters in place that would allow me to care for myself and my family before I went, or that I could decide that I wouldn’t be able to make it. I wouldn’t have realized how many options I had, and I would’ve felt trapped by feeling I needed to be what I believed my friend desired me to be for them. Someone else’s decision to have a party at whatever time they choose is not a personal attack on our time, but so many of us feel that way when we don’t think we have control over our time and energy.

Let’s use this same party-invitation scenario after I discovered my sugar jar and began to understand how I could advocate for my needs on a deeper level. Before I even accepted the invitation to the party, I’d stop to assess whether I could easefully attend by asking myself a few questions:


	Is going to this party going to be possible while managing what I’ve already committed to?

	Is there any way that I can ask for support with anything I’ve already committed to so that I can go?

	Am I already overcommitted and do I need to decline the invite?



Sometimes we think that because we’re going to a party or a dinner or a place where we’ll enjoy ourselves, that it’s worth it to just go and think about the to-do list later, especially if we’re already stressed and overcommitted. And there are so many times when this is true, and it’s worth it to just do the fun thing. But then there are many times where we’re overcommitted, overwhelmed, and stressed because we always just say yes. And it can be a lesson for us to learn to say no if we really don’t have the time or the energy.

After asking myself these initial questions and before I accepted the invite, I would then assess my jar:


	How much sugar do I have?

	Will saying yes fill me or deplete me?

	Do I want to say yes to this?



If the answer is no, then I decline the invitation and perhaps offer another way that I can spend time with them. I’m allowed to feel disappointed that I’m unable to attend. They’re allowed to feel how they feel as well about my no. But ultimately, I’m honoring where I’m at, and this is an important part of taking care of ourselves.

If the answer is yes, that I do want to attend, then I look at how I can put boundaries in place with myself so that I can enjoy the party while also managing my jar, aka my needs, with care. It would look like:


	I’m excited to go to this party, but I’m going to let the host know that I’ll be leaving by 10:30 p.m. That way I can get home early enough to still get some rest and meet my schedule the next day.

	I’ll let myself off the hook with some tasks that I might not be able to complete before I go and find easeful ways to complete them over the next few days. I’ll make sure that the things I must do for the next day are done so I’m not overwhelmed.

	I’ll remind myself that it’s my choice to attend and that I’ll need to honor my boundaries and leave on time.



Instead of looking at everything from the perspective of “I have no control,” checking my jar reminds me of where I do have control and I can then make decisions from that place. My decision is what works for me right then and it could change in the future depending on what’s going on in my life. I’m allowing myself the flexibility to adjust whenever I need to without being a burden on others or feeling like it’s my responsibility to carry others’ emotions about my choices.

You might be thinking, “Who cares, it’s just a party!” But whether it’s an invite to a party, a request to take on more work when you’re already overwhelmed, a phone call where you’re being emotionally dumped on, or a request for money that you don’t want to give, we’re all asked to do things that upon that immediate ask, we’re unsure if we feel comfortable saying yes. Taking a moment to figure out how you feel about the ask, and how you feel in general, can help you be clear about what works for you and what doesn’t. Those “little” requests from the people in our lives add up. One tablespoon of sugar here and one cup of sugar there—it all adds up.

In the scenario shared above, we covered setting external and personal boundaries, understanding our emotions, calling our power back, assessing our time/energy levels, and easeful communication in our relationships. The Sugar Jar became the perfect way for me to be able to bind all these modalities into one teaching tool. Sometimes self-healing can feel unattainable because we’re wondering, “How am I going to remember all of these tools and know how/when it’s appropriate to use them?” But with the Sugar Jar we’re able to easefully see our goals, our emotions, where our time is being spent, how our energy is doing, where our finances are going, and how much sugar we have left for ourselves.

The Sugar Jar allows us to easily discern what we need, what we don’t, and how we can move forward.

INTENTIONS > PLANS

When I ask, “What’s your intention?” I’m interested in your purpose behind why you’re doing or committing to what you’ve chosen. But a lot of times, intention is posed as “What’s your plan?” and that usually ignites a very different part of us. Intention connects us to our feelings and sometimes our feelings are different from our plans and goals, which can sometimes cause us to create a life that isn’t aligned with what we really want. We sign up to do what doesn’t feel great hoping it will eventually lead us to nirvana.

This kind of thinking can also box you into a perspective that once you decide on something, you’re stuck with that decision. Even if you’re suffering, even if it hurts, even if you know differently now, stick. to. the. plan. no. matter. what. This is where we can be the ones limiting our own freedom of choice, freedom to change our minds, and freedom to grow and evolve.

It’s common to get lost in our intentions, plans, and goals because we believe we’re doing what we should be doing. We don’t always feel we have the option to do the things we want to be doing. And when it starts to become clear that the “should” we committed to isn’t aligned, it can be hard to reckon with the reality that we chose “wrong.”

You might feel like you’re failing and that might lead to you being hard on yourself. But in reality, you didn’t have the awareness about what you wanted before you said yes, or before you loaned the money, or before you went on the date, or before, or before, or before. Wouldn’t it be helpful to be able to check in with yourself and ask: “Why am I doing this?” “Why does this feel uncomfortable?” “What was I hoping to gain versus what have I learned is the reality of doing this?” “How can I shift this so that I feel better?”

Well, to help you better understand what you say yes to, whom you say yes to, why you feel drained in certain relationships, and to become more familiar with how much your exchanges with the people, places, and things in your life impact you in different ways, I am going to introduce you to your sugar jar.

Your sugar jar will help you figure out why you feel so exhausted even though you felt you were “doing the right thing” for a friend. It helps you learn more about why you always say yes and feel guilty when you say no. It helps you lean into your intuition and figure out why who you’ve been taught to be may not fully align with who you actually are. Yes, that may feel like a lot, but the truth is that so many of us have been programmed to function in a society that wants more and more of us, without concern for our well-being, which means that we’ve got to be our own advocates. We’ve got to be the one to say, “okay, this is enough for now, no more.”

Getting to know your sugar jar can also help you understand why you may be feeling depleted, resentful, exhausted, lonely, drained, taken advantage of, or overwhelmed in your relationships. Through understanding our sugar jar, we can see where we put our energy, what we rank as important, what we choose in our lives, and why. Why is this important? Well, because your sugar jar is you—a visualization of your life and all the people, experiences, and attachments you have to every single thing that takes up space in your life. I know, let me explain.

I’d like you to imagine a kitchen that you can see clearly in your mind. It may be somewhere you’ve gone before, it may be your dream kitchen, or it may be where you grew up. Allow it to be a place that you enjoy visiting and want to visit often. Envision this kitchen with all its utensils, windows, smells, colors, and shapes. You may even have a kitchen that comes into your mind that you’ve never seen before—this is okay, too. Imagine the countertops in your kitchen, get to know the lighting, the seating, the entryway, and the way the entire space flows. Now I’d like you to imagine a jar of sugar, aka your sugar jar, on one of those countertops. See it in your mind and make sure you’ve got a good image of it.

Before we go any further, let me explain how your sugar jar works.

YOUR JAR

The jar represents you, meaning your actual body, soul, mind, and the vessel containing all your energy. The jar has the responsibility of holding all of you together, and even though it’s strong, it’s also fragile. Your jar should be clear glass so that you can easily see from the outside in what’s needed.

Although we hold many titles and roles in our lives, we have only one jar because there is only one of us. The jar represents all your titles, whether you’re a parent, partner, sibling, coworker, or friend—you still have only one jar. Everyone has a different-size jar, and the size of the jar represents your capacity to give and to receive with all the people and things you’re in a partnership or relationship with. Your jar size can be large to hold many friendships, businesses, commitments, and experiences. Your jar could also be smaller and have space for only your closest friends, your career/business, and your partner, and not a lot of space or energy for anything else.

The size of your jar is determined by you, and you can always decide to have a larger or smaller jar as you see fit, perhaps changing your jar size based on where you currently are in your life. When determining the size of your jar, remember that you will have to keep it filled with sugar (we’ll talk about sugar in a minute) for all the commitments and people in your life as well as for yourself, so pick a size that feels right to you or keep the size you currently have and as we go through this journey together, you can determine if you’d like a different size.

I also want to remind you again that you get to decide on the size of your jar, and the significant thing I’d like you to become aware of as you decide on your jar size is: Why do I feel excited, nervous, scared, shame, weird, or [insert here] about my jar size? Begin by asking yourself this and building awareness about what comes up for you as you inspect and learn more about your jar size, aka your capacity to hold all the things you have in your life.

For example, do you feel particularly proud to hear that your jar size is large? Why do you think you feel pride about that? Do you feel proud that you have a smaller jar? Why does your jar feel right to you? Do you feel shame about your jar size? Or are you feeling overwhelmed by confirming that your jar has been tough to keep up with? Are you limiting your growth by not realizing your capacity and thus playing it small? Take note of what comes up around the size of your jar, knowing that you don’t have to make any decisions or changes right now, just be aware of how it feels and what you feel and why or where you feel this emotion is coming from.

Before we move on to exploring your sugar, I’d like you to imagine again the size of your jar on the countertop in your kitchen. Does anything else in your kitchen stand out? Try to get that picture of your kitchen and the jar as clear as you can in your mind so that every time we go back to it, it easily appears to you.

YOUR SUGAR

Your sugar represents all the sweet parts of you—your time, your energy, your attention, your money, your expertise/education, and every single part of you that can be given or exchanged. Ask yourself: Do I usually offer my sugar, aka my time, attention, money, or support, because I genuinely want to and have enough sugar to give? Or am I offering my sugar because I’ve been taught that this is what I do to be loved, accepted, seen, cared for, and held? Sugar sweetens so many things, but when it is mismanaged, it can become messy, spilling into crevices that are hard to clean. Have you ever spilled sugar before? It’s one of those things that can feel impossible to clean up, and when it comes to your energy being disbursed, that can also feel true.

In addition, when your sugar is being given to too many different people and commitments, perhaps because you don’t have a lid on your jar (aka boundaries), people are able to come into your kitchen and grab a teaspoon of sugar here, a cup of sugar there, and as we already talked about it, it gets messy, right? When managed with care, you can ensure you have enough sugar to give to yourself, while also sharing it with everything and everyone that matters most to you.

FULLNESS OF YOUR JAR

When your sugar jar is between three-quarters of the way full and completely full, you’re often able to handle life with more ease.

The attributes of a life with a jar filled this way may include:


	Having healthier boundaries.

	Having healthier relationships.

	Giving yourself regular self-care.

	Struggling with guilt after setting boundaries, but able to be there for yourself compassionately afterward.

	Having “free time.”

	Feeling like your life reflects your desires.

	Not allowing busyness to keep you from joy.



When your sugar jar is half to three-quarters of the way full, you might still feel like you’re able to handle life easefully most of the time, but you may also often feel strained.

The attributes of a life with a jar filled this way may include:


	Making time for self-care after realizing that the stress is piling up.

	Perhaps choosing avoidance over setting boundaries with people out of fear of hurting them and dealing with the potential emotional repercussions.

	Often feeling on the verge of burnout.

	Often feeling like you don’t have time for yourself because other people in your life are “more important” or come first.

	Saying phrases like “must be nice” in reaction to people who are enjoying their lives or setting healthy boundaries.



When your sugar jar is below halfway full, you usually know it but are unsure about what to do about it. You might feel drained, tired, and overwhelmed, and still the to-do list appears to get longer.

The attributes of a life with a jar filled this way may include:


	Feeling overwhelmed and/or exhausted regularly.

	Saying yes without checking in with yourself first.

	Often feeling like no one cares about how much you have going on.

	Perhaps identifying as a “strong friend.”

	Often feeling like you “have” to say yes because you are the best person to get it done.

	Perhaps having issues finishing projects because you really want everything to be done “right.”

	Perhaps having issues receiving assistance or help from others.

	Perhaps feeling judgmental about people who take time off.

	Perhaps feeling that rest is like “being lazy.”



You might be thinking, “Wait a minute, how am I going to keep my jar full? Isn’t that a perfect life? Isn’t that impossible? How will I live my life completely if all my time is focused on keeping my jar full?” Well, having a full jar means having enough spaciousness to have a fulfilling life, but your life doesn’t have to be perfect to feel full. And
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JAR MAINTENANCE
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SUGAR SIFTING




FILLING YOUR JAR





	A 15-minute meditation might add ½ cup of sugar.

	A 30-minute walk might add 1 cup of sugar.

	6 to 8 hours of restful sleep might add 2 cups of sugar.

	A funny movie might add ½ cup of sugar.

	A canceled plan that didn’t feel right might retain 2 to 3 cups of sugar.

	An unanswered phone call from someone who’s harmful might retain 2 to 3 cups of sugar.

	A therapy or coaching session might add 2 cups of sugar.

	A period of time (decided by you) completely devoted to your wellness might fill your jar.




SUGAR JAR CHECK-IN


	What kind of jar do you have?

	What kind of jar would you like?

	What’s keeping you from changing it?

	Do you want a different-size jar?

	Would you like a different type of sugar or texture?

	Would you like a spoon for your jar so that when your energy is used, it is dispersed with more specificity?

	Would you like a different kind of lid for your jar?

	What did you learn about your energy?

	What felt good about the space where your jar lives?

	Is there anything you’d like to change before we go any further?
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