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To you, my dear.

You are the reason I’m here.
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Introduction
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Life has inherent light. This light goes by many names. Some people call it a soul. Some people call it the self. Some people call it consciousness or energy. Whatever we call it, we collectively understand that it is the intangible, inherent something that distinguishes life from nonlife. I call it “light.”

What you call this intangible, inherent something and how you prove, disprove, or define it is up to you. Your beliefs about life are your business. Your quality of life is my business. You made it my business when you opened this book, said the magic word, and made me your fairy godmother.8

I cannot tell you exactly how to live your life or why we’re all here. Only you can answer those big questions for yourself. I can and will share my story and all I’ve learned about building sustainable, accommodating self-care practices and resilient self-worth. I hope to help you learn from my mistakes.

I also hope to help lighten your heart. Before my tenure as a fairy godmother, I was a stuffy, sad person who thought art had to be serious or solemn to be valuable. What a bunch of phooey! Much like magic, art is what we make and believe it to be. I wrote rhyming poems to uplift and entertain you. Read them with silly voices and rambunctious rhythms. I penned prose to empower you and expose you to new perspectives, and I sprinkled it with footnotes full of fairy dust.

Whether you read any of it or not is none of my business. You have my support either way. Do what feels right for you. I want you to trust yourself enough to decide what “right” means and to act on it, both in this context and throughout life. You can ask other people for input, but you determine whether something aligns with you and your values. I want you to love yourself enough to know you can change your mind and make mistakes, too. Being wrong about something is not a moral failing. You’re always free to learn and try again.

There is no one-size-fits-all way to live life. We do our best to figure it out as we go. We learn, apply, and repeat. We tweak things until they work. We try new things, meet new people, and explore new places. Our beliefs evolve and solidify as we grow. We know that religion, spirituality, philosophy, and certain sciences carry different weight for different people. We recognize that what works for us may not make sense to someone else. We respect each other’s autonomy because we know the struggle intimately. It’s hard to understand yourself, especially when you’re still trying to understand everything else. GALAXIES … ? GOD(S) … ? FAMILY … ? PLEASURE … ? PAIN … ?

It’s a lot to take in all at once.

No one asked us if we wanted to be born. At least, not that we can remember. As far as we know, we just showed up one day, and we’ve all been trying to figure life out ever since. We know this about ourselves and each other. We get it. There are exceptions, unfortunately, but for the most part, we see each other human to human. Person to person. We acknowledge each other and say, “I’m doing my best, you’re doing your best, and that’s all there is,” and we offer each other compassion within that. We make sense of our lives as we live them. We have to. It’s all we can do.

Why, then, is it not the same for self-love? Where did mainstream ideas and expectations about self-love come from, and why are so many of them superficial, unsustainable, and inaccessible? Why are genuine insecurities and negative emotions feared, shamed, and dismissed? How can anyone advocate for self-love without addressing self-hatred and its roots? How do multibillion-dollarbudget “wellness” and self-help industries manage to make us feel worse? Who benefits—or more so, profits—from that?

Modern media oversimplifies self-love. The most freely, instantly accessible resources dominate and dictate popular narratives about our internal selves. These resources primarily exist online. Mass digital media outlets, social media influencers, and other online thought leaders often use self-love as a blanket term for a variety of concepts with differing definitions (like self-worth, self-esteem, and self-acceptance). They describe self-love as an emotion or positive feeling rather than as an awareness of yourself and your needs. They say you can achieve these loving feelings for yourself by treating yourself—buying your favorite flowers and chocolates, for example—without explaining that these singular acts of self-care do not serve the same purpose as sustainable self-care practices designed to help you meet your basic needs.

Feelings fade and fluctuate. Temporary happiness derived from singular acts of self-care cannot create durable self-worth.

Popular self-love narratives often leave these details out in favor of generalizations and toxic positivity.9 These generalizations and toxic positivity, however well or ill intended, can hurt and confuse people more than they help them. They hurt and confused me for over a decade. I hated myself for “failing” at self-love before I realized I wasn’t the problem. The problem, which I will do my best to rectify for you in this book, was inaccurate and incomplete information.

OUR FIRST THOUGHTS

Self-love did not come naturally to me. Some folks talked about it when I was younger. No one modeled it. The most influential people around me deprecated, doubted, and/or neglected themselves. Many of them didn’t know any better. They weren’t taught how to care for and love themselves, either. They cautioned me against following in their footsteps but never took their own advice. They muttered, “Do as I say, not as I do,” and forgot that children learn by imitation. Thus, the cycle continued. I listened to what they said but observed what they did. I studied how they treated themselves, internalized how they treated me, and pondered the juxtaposition between their public and private behaviors. I watched. I listened. I mimicked and learned.

I grew up in the suburbs of a small, southern city in America during the early 2000s. Local and national pop culture reinforced the behaviors and mind-sets I observed around me. The ideal southern, Christian woman ought to be slender and delicate. Little girls should be “seen, not heard.” Tabloids and magazine covers that compared “best and worst beach bodies” lined every grocery store checkout aisle. Talk show hosts wailed about weight gain and whispered about weight loss in the same breath. Hatred haunted every hall: at home, at school, at church, at the mall. I couldn’t escape it, and as a tall, curvy, mentally ill girl with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), I couldn’t conform correctly, either.

Self-hatred became my natural inclination.

It crept in quietly enough. The women in my life nitpicked my appearance until I learned what parts of me to hide. They frowned at baggy, worn clothes but yelled if they saw too much skin or traces of my figure. The men in my life silenced me until I learned not to speak. They ridiculed me for being “quiet and weird” but laughed when I tried to jump into conversations and ignored me when I asked questions. The contradictions exhausted me. I carved I am always too much, but never enough into every fiber of my being. I became equally scared of trying and not trying, so, whenever I could, I froze.

I grew into self-hatred. When I saw myself as a child, my first reaction was distaste. When I took on responsibilities, my heart pounded with panic. When I thought of my successes, unease washed over me that whatever fluke led to them would eventually be exposed. When I thought of my failures, my first reaction was smug, cognitively dissonant satisfaction: I was right to doubt myself. I felt irresponsible, unoriginal, unwanted, and destined for mediocrity; I didn’t believe I was significant enough for anything better or worse.

If you’ve had similar thoughts, perhaps self-love does not come naturally to you, either. Whether by nature, nurture, or a combination of both, our immediate reactions to ourselves—the first, conditioned thoughts we have about our identity, physicality, abilities, and value—are often cruel. My first thoughts ruled tyrannically for years. They sent me spiraling into tailspins of self-sabotage. That spiral looked like this:


Step 1: Develop a new opportunity (a relationship, responsibility, etc.).

Step 2: Realize I partially control the outcome of the new opportunity.

Step 3: Panic because my first thoughts tell me I cannot and will not do what I should do10 with the portion of the new opportunity I control.

Step 4: Panic some more because my first thoughts tell me trusting someone/something else to handle the portion of the new opportunity that’s out of my control is not safe.11

Step 5: Reject, abandon, avoid, and/or destroy the new opportunity.

Step 6: Fulfill whatever prophecy my first thoughts of self-hatred foretold: that I can’t do anything right, that I’m lazy and irresponsible, etc.



The above cycle impacted me every day. No thought process escaped the cycle’s wrath. For example, did I want to make breakfast? Nope. Not allowed. I could burn the house down. Did my employer want to promote me? No chance. I should quit before I destroy my employer’s entire organization with my incompetence. No matter what happened, good or bad, my first thoughts could turn every situation into a problem, a reflection of my inadequacies, or a justification for some element of my self-loathing.

The version of self-love I knew as a teenager and young adult never helped. It seemed insincere. How was I supposed to create positive feelings about someone I feared, didn’t trust, and didn’t respect: Myself? All the affirmations and journaling exercises felt hollow. Looking in the mirror and affirming beauty you don’t see and value you don’t recognize feels like a farce. My inability to create what I thought was self-love (positive feelings about myself) despite my efforts and dedication deepened my lack of self-trust and self-confidence.

My first thoughts overpowered me. Everything I did to fix them fed them. I’ve been in therapy since I was a kid. Who needs to be in therapy for over ten years? I filled journals with affirmations and blew paychecks on face masks, but my self-hatred persisted. Who fails at self-love? My anger and fear grew. I didn’t want to be this way, and I worked hard to try to change. I went to school, got a job, and did everything else I thought would lead to success and happiness. All those efforts created more stability in my life, which initially relieved me but ultimately frustrated me because my first thoughts remained vicious. It made no sense. I thought I did what I was “supposed” to do. Why was my mind still so unkind?

That’s the thing about self-hatred: you can’t just wish it away, no matter how hard you try. So many factors contribute to self-hatred: systemic, cultural, psychological. Deeply ingrained, rein-forced self-hatred doesn’t disappear overnight. You probably won’t like yourself right away after years of hating, neglecting, denying, or hiding from yourself, and that’s okay. Let go of that expectation.

Learning how to love and care for yourself is a process. First, you have to define what love means to you not only as a feeling but also as a framework to guide action. What actions do you take or resist taking when you love yourself? Why and how do those actions improve your quality of life? How do you assess and meet your basic needs every day? If you’ve never thought about these things before, you may not know the answers immediately. Plus, your answers will probably change as you grow. Different seasons of your life require different kinds of love and care. All your needs won’t stay exactly the same for your whole life because you won’t stay exactly the same for your whole life.

Take your time. I spent years learning how to love and care for myself and how to differentiate positive feelings about myself from true self-love. I learn more and adjust as who I am and what I need changes. The truth behind such changes—the concept that evolution and adaptation are the only true constants—once terrified me, but I am learning to trust and celebrate it. Sometimes I embrace change with open arms. Sometimes I resist it, regress or stagnate, and that’s okay. Progress doesn’t have to be fast or linear. Progress doesn’t require perfection. Allow yourself to grow at your own pace.

You and I were not born hating ourselves. We learned to hate, fear, dislike, or distrust ourselves, but we can learn to love, value, respect, trust, and accept ourselves, too. You and I are not the first people to struggle with self-love, especially the superficial, commodified version of self-love promoted online and in the media. Self-love is not just a positive feeling. Self-love is not the complete absence of negative emotions and insecurities. Self-love is not permanent, infallible happiness. It’s something else entirely, and it’s something that can be learned, applied, and changed. It’s something you can tweak until it feels right.

You did not fail, and you are not failing at self-love.


You are not bad at self-love.

You are not hard to love.

You are human.



We’re all human! Our moods morph. Circumstances change. Self-esteem fluctuates, even for the most confident, secure people. No matter how much we love ourselves, our first thoughts (our conditioned responses) can be negative, cruel, or unsettling sometimes. That doesn’t mean we love ourselves any less. Love isn’t just joy and pleasure. It’s dedication. It’s compassion. It’s showing up for yourself even when things get hard and giving yourself grace when you have nothing else to give. Self-love means something different for everyone. I hope this book helps you begin to consider and understand what self-love means for you.

OUR SECOND THOUGHTS

Social media sells self-love like snake oil, like a magic elixir capable of curing all. Years ago, I bought into it. I internalized the toxic positivity slogan that everything must have a silver lining. I thought the only reason I couldn’t love myself was because I hadn’t tried hard enough yet. I never stopped to consider the irony in that. I never stopped to ask what love and happiness meant to me. I never researched other intrapersonal concepts like self-esteem. I didn’t think it was necessary at the time. I thought self-love, self-esteem, and self-worth were all the same. I thought self-love was all or nothing. I thought you either loved yourself or you didn’t, and I thought people who did lived in total happiness 24-7, 365 days a year. I wanted that perpetual love and joy for myself. I was desperate enough to try anything to achieve it. Alas, none of the aesthetically pleasing self-love tips recommended by social media erased my trauma or reversed years of operant conditioning. That’s the problem. I put a Band-Aid on a bullet wound and blamed my application of the Band-Aid, not the Band-Aid’s inadequacy, when the wound festered.12

I first encountered the phrase self-acceptance on TikTok, a video-sharing app, in 2020. My For You Page (TikTok’s main video feed) refreshed. The video disappeared, but that phrase buried itself in the back of my mind.

Self-acceptance. Not self-love.

Days dragged into weeks during the COVID-19 quarantine. Self-acceptance chipped away at my curiosity. I slowly opened my mind to it. It was not self-love, the thing I thought I’d failed at. No, self-acceptance was something different. Something new. Something that could maybe, just maybe help me be a little bit kinder to myself. That’s all I really wanted: a way to coexist with my first thoughts and create a more peaceful life. In 2020, I hesitantly hoped self-acceptance could help me. Four years later, self-acceptance is both a major reason why and how I wrote this book.

Self-acceptance does not have to come naturally to you. It’s a skill we can practice and build, like training a muscle or learning a language. It doesn’t require us to feel guilty about unlearning conditioned responses, which is hard and can take years. My first thoughts are indifferent at best and cruel at worst, but my first thoughts are not my responsibility. They exist. I disagree with them. That’s all there is to it. I am responsible for my next thoughts, the thoughts that arise in response to my first thoughts, the thoughts that gently question, challenge, and negate my conditioning without making me feel ashamed or afraid of it. I call these my second thoughts. If we practice observing, interrupting, challenging, redirecting, and disagreeing with our first thoughts before they reinforce harmful mind-sets and behaviors, we can slowly learn how to accept our first thoughts without judgment and exercise our autonomy in our second thoughts.

We may never unwaveringly adore ourselves and our bodies, but we don’t have to. We’re human. Our thoughts and feelings oscillate. We deserve love and care in the form of met needs regardless of feelings of worthiness or unworthiness. We can flex curiosity like a new muscle even if we aren’t ready to put weight on it yet by considering alternatives to our conditioned responses even if we aren’t sure how to act on or believe them yet. We can study multiple intrapersonal concepts and analyze how they work together to create more accessible and sustainable self-care systems. We can examine the interactions between self-love, self-care, self-focus, self-regulation, self-concept, self-acceptance, self-esteem, and self-worth to better understand how to build compassionate relationships with ourselves to improve our quality of
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