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				“We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.”

				Anaïs Nin

				“The world is made of rings. The hooks are yours. Make straight your hooks and nothing can hold you.”

				Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

				“There are no facts, only interpretations.”

				Friedrich Nietzsche

			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			This is a culmination of Geneen Roth’s work of the past forty years, of what it takes to emerge from obsession and self-rejection. And it is an uncommon love story between a mother and daughter, between a woman and her past, between a precious body and itself.

			I loved traveling with Geneen through the brambles and swamps, meadows and thickets and glades, as she unspooled new truth about food, mothers, and self-rejection, and in the process discovered “who you are when you aren’t your wounds.” You’re perfect, is her message, a gorgeous wild soul with skin on.

			There are so many lines that I could quote here, which I first underlined and then copied onto Post-it notes that I stuck on the wall. One in particular made me laugh out loud. “Variety is not my friend.” No one in my seven decades here has ever before captured why I love and eat from a rather limited repertoire. Variety and too many choices are absolutely not my friends. If I stick to a simple plan of proteins, lots of greens, fruit, and grains, and stay away from sugar and white flour, the pond inside of me stays settled. I don’t need to try a lot of new things—ancient oils, unborn baby lettuce, eggplant icicle—I do not need a white eggplant! The very words make me nervous.

			Go ahead. You eat the damn eggplant icicle. I’m sticking to the purple and the black. Geneen has helped me learn to ask for what I need and want, and that “No” is a complete sentence, and to feel safe again around food and my body. When she writes about the often unconscious and heartbreaking unkindness she has turned on herself, I nod, groaning, and when she offers a remarkably simple way of undoing a lifetime of pain, of finding respite, I rejoice.

			I don’t know how she does it again and again, creating prose and stories that move from the universal to the specifics of a rather harrowing binge, from the spiritually uplifting to the outrageously funny. As someone said about her, she puts into words what we know that we don’t know we know.

			And she’s done it again, thrown the lights on for us in her inimitable and compelling way, in this most important book so far. Listen: “The distance between being happy and being miserable is made of the lies we tell ourselves. And the way to see through our mind-made conclusions is to name and question them, beginning with the awareness that we are making them up. This is what it means to come home to ourselves, to the sweetness of love itself.” Love its very own pure self, finally.

			I invite you to come on in.

			—Anne Lamott

		

	
		
			Prologue: Tapioca Pudding

			My mother and I are in the kitchen unloading bags of groceries from Key Food. First the tub of cottage cheese, then the package of Velveeta. I grab the dark blue-and-white Horn & Hardart container of tapioca pudding and it slips out of my hand, spills onto the floor. I am twelve years old.

			Uh-oh, I think. I’m in trouble. But my mother bursts into laughter. “Look at all those squishy tapioca balls,” she says, bending down. “Let’s play with them. Come, sit on the floor.”

			“Play with balls of tapioca? With you?”

			“Yes,” she says. “Let’s do it before we clean it up.”

			We sit on the floor and spread out the pudding like paint. Then we smear our hands in glops of it, squish the balls between our fingers, laugh at how slimy it feels.

			“It’s okay to play with food every once in a while,” my mother says. “To take a break from counting calories and mush your hands in it.”

			Sixty years later I remember the slant of pale January light on her shiny penny loafer. Her fingers covered in pudding. My astonishment at being given permission to be naughty, at laughing instead of crying about food. At having a mother who seemed to love me. I keep this memory like a tiny emerald in my back pocket. For years, I believed that the tapioca mother was my real mother and that she would become her again if I could just hold out long enough. Eventually I understood that it was me whom I’d waited half a century to meet again.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			As far back as I can remember, when I didn’t feel love, I ate. Food was my secret way of giving to myself. It was also a way to hurt myself. I inhaled. I hid. I stole. Which proved that I was bad, damaged, doomed.

			At eleven, sixteen, twenty-five, I punished myself with food the way my mother punished me with her hands. In the middle of twenty-thousand-calorie binges, insane with self-hatred, I’d chant: Good. Again. Harder. Until, when I was twenty-seven, having gained and lost more than a thousand pounds—the equivalent of a horse or a baby grand piano—in seventeen years, I decided I had two choices: kill myself or stop dieting. I could not recall a single minute of my life until that point when I had been diet- or binge-free.

			I stopped dieting.

			Within two days, I felt exuberant, giddy, released.

			Within a week, I knew I’d discovered a way out of hell.

			Within a month, I started a dollar-a-night group for eight women to examine the ways we punished ourselves with food.

			Within two months, I’d lost ten pounds by eating when I was hungry and stopping when I was full. I knew then that if I, who was as insane as anyone I’d ever met about food and weight, could break free from compulsive eating, anyone could—and I wanted to shout that discovery to women everywhere, so I did the next best thing: I wrote a book about it. Then ten more.

			For the next forty years, I led workshops and retreats for thousands of women about using their relationship with food to change how they lived. One of those books, Women Food and God, became a number one New York Times bestseller. I spoke in stadiums, lecture halls, universities, appeared on Oprah. And yet. I woke up day after day haunted by a feeling that something was wrong and I was to blame. Years of spiritual practice and decades of good therapy softened but did not disappear the underlying discontent and self-hatred. Although compulsive eating had ceased to be an issue, I still believed that true happiness was possible for other people, just not me. The fact that I had a successful career, close friends, and was married to a man I loved, seemed like it should transform my chronic sense of being irrevocably damaged—only it didn’t, even though I got pretty damn good at acting as if I were normal, sane, whole.

			Sound crazy?

			Nah.

			As I’ve discovered, I’m not alone. Most of us live with secret fears of being unworthy or unlovable playing in the background like a scratchy soundtrack. We may conceal our underlying self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy with a topcoat of getting, having, working, trolling for likes on social media—the hallmarks of a “normal” life. Yet all the while our shame, anxiety, and negative self-judgment lie in wait, cruel masters that began with our earliest caregivers and have been shaping how we feel about ourselves, our relationships, and life itself ever since.

			

			• • •

			“Her pain became my element, the country in which I lived, the rule beneath which I bowed,” wrote Vivian Gornick about her mother in her book Fierce Attachments. My mother’s pain in her marriage to my father, her relationship with her own mother (by whom she felt hated), and her incessant negative judgments about her hair, her thighs, my hair, and my thighs were the air I breathed, the country in which I lived.

			I cannot remember feeling loved or wanted by my mother.

			Or a time when I was not aware of her loneliness.

			Or a time that I didn’t blame myself for being the kind of girl she couldn’t love.

			Even when she was hitting me, I apologized for being the kind of girl who deserved to get hit.

			For the first twenty years of my thirty-nine-year marriage to Matt, a man I love madly, I continued to feel that I was unworthy of love—an underlying belief that neither a happy marriage nor worldly success could touch.

			And so I jumped through every New Age, psychotherapeutic, and metaphysical hoop imaginable. I sat at the feet of gurus and enlightened masters, sampling the smorgasbord of spiritual teachings the way other people fill their plates at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

			Yet, after all this, I was still just me.

			Still convinced I was not the right person to be living my life.

			I may have resolved my compulsive eating, but the deeper hunger to fix myself still plagued me. I abandoned my search for the one great teaching or teacher who could finally free me from the prison of my own self-hatred. Surprisingly, giving up was a relief. I didn’t have to try—and fail—anymore. My life was good, even if inside I still felt broken.

			

			• • •

			Six years ago my friend Lizzy told me about a teacher named Coco—a seemingly ordinary, mostly blind eighty-year-old woman who spoke about the importance of “naming and dissolving unavoidable yet false conclusions” and “the awake awareness” that was revealed when those conclusions fell away—and I burst out laughing.

			Seriously, another teacher?

			Little did I know that when I decided to humor Lizzy and check out Coco’s teachings, my lifelong wound would meet its medicine.

			When I listened to Coco, I soon saw that the unease and discontent I often woke up with were based on conclusions I never remembered making—I’m damaged, I never get it right, I’m not enough—and that these conclusions could be questioned and eventually dissolved. When, on any old morning, I became aware of believing that I was damaged, I saw myself as a four-year-old, standing in front of my red-faced, screaming mother. I saw the confusion, the hurt, and the fear and I realized that her reaction was about her, not me. The infinite kindness I immediately felt for that four-year-old softened and began dissolving the conclusion. Eventually, after many times of noticing when I was triggered and realizing it was about a mistaken interpretation I’d made decades ago, the self-hatred began to dissipate; I stopped repeatedly and automatically rejecting myself. The conclusions became lighter, transparent, dissolved, until I understood that they were never true. I understood that it was possible for all of us—even the most hardcore self-doubters—to come home to ourselves and to the blooming galaxy of aliveness that is our birthright.

			Even mine.

			Here is what I know now: Losing weight is not the answer to anything but losing weight. Dropped pounds couldn’t erase the buried shame and lies I believed about myself. While it’s true that junky food leads to junky thoughts and that what we put into our mouths really does matter, it is also true that junky thoughts proliferate regardless of the food we eat. Sooner or later, usually sooner, our core beliefs about ourselves, our own worth, take center stage and run the show. Even when we are taking Ozempic or GLP-1 derivatives and the food noise is silenced. Even when we drop three jean sizes. Or when, as some women report, their moods are lifted and their shame about their bodies is eliminated. Even then we are still left with the predicament of seeing the world through the unavoidable conclusions we (unknowingly) made before we were seven years old. And of being swept into the cultural hypnosis of believing we are what we weigh.

			After investigating my unavoidable and mistaken conclusions, I am not exaggerating when I say that although I look the same as I did before I met Coco (well, not exactly: more wrinkles, more cellulite, less hair), and my relationship with food is and will always be quirky (variety is not my friend), there is a lightness I’ve discovered, an openness that feels more like me than the me I thought was me.

			Love, Finally is about giving ourselves permission to question what we’ve never questioned: that we see the world through our wounds, not as it really is. We see what we believe. And if we never question our conclusions about being unlovable or defective, those are the lenses through which we filter our experience. It’s like seeing the entire world drenched in yellow when we’re wearing yellow-tinted glasses. Freedom comes when we take the glasses off.

			And, in a biblical event akin to the parting of the Red Sea, my turbulent relationship with my mother has become calm, peaceful, tender. As my self-loathing began to dissolve, my conversations with my mother lost their edges, became softer, rounder. I stopped being resentful about what she never was able to give me and began realizing what I already had. And what I can give myself. Miraculously, when I changed, so did she.

			Still, we’re human, and our deepening relationships with ourselves and one another are works in progress. Negative conclusions still arise, but now I catch them sooner than before and see them for what they really are: untrue. Then, with a newfound sense of freedom, I let them go.

			The one thing I know for sure is that if I, this Eeyore-self, this daughter of an apparently angry, abusive, unhappy mother, can free herself from her sticky allegiance to old, hurtful stories, anyone can. Anyone can revel in the joy, magic, and peace that’s been there all along.

			And find love, finally.

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				Snookered

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Sugar Smacks

			
			It is June and time for my dreaded yearly physical. I am twelve years old. My mother walks with me to Dr. Modlin’s office on the corner of our block. We pass our next-door neighbor Lucy Klein standing outside in her bright yellow muumuu hoisting up an American flag. We nod hello as my mother quietly whispers, “Someone needs to tell her that lipstick is supposed to stay on her lips and not touch her nose or her chin.” We continue past Ethel and Fred Shapiro’s house with the window box of bright red geraniums in front and past Marion and Len Singer’s house with a rusted fountain in the yard.

			Later, much later, my mother will call Dr. Modlin “a pig and a sadistic bastard” because he forgot to tell her that going cold turkey off the barbiturates he’d prescribed might kill her, which it almost did. But then, we lived on Eightieth Street in Jackson Heights, New York, and everyone on the block revered him because when you are Jewish, as we all were, a doctor is a step away from God.

			I am frightened of Dr. Modlin. His wavy hair, his baritone voice, his rainfall of judgments about how fat I am. Every time I see him, which is weekly because he is my father’s tennis partner and best friend, he tells me I am fat. He asks when I am going to lose weight.

			As we get closer to his office, which is at the bottom level of his house, I look at the tiny stained-glass window of a swan in the corner and try to calm myself down because with each step, I feel more and more agitated. I tell my mother I feel sick. She says I am imagining it. I tell her I don’t want to go into his office. She tells me I must go, that if I want to go to sleepaway camp, I must get a physical.

			As soon as we ring the bell to his office, I throw up Sugar Smacks on his doorstep. My mother says, “Well, I guess you really were feeling sick.”

			Pat, the doctor’s daughter, the one who told me she knew my mother before I did because she is four months older than I am, swings the carved wooden door open, notices the pool of half-digested cereal, and says, “Yuck.” My mother says, “Pat, please tell your mother that Genie was sick outside the front door.”

			Inside Dr. Modlin’s cave of an office I shiver and my hands shake. I step on the scale. Eighty-eight pounds. Dr. Modlin clucks his tongue. “You’ve gained twenty-two pounds since last year; you are getting fatter and fatter. You need to lose weight now.” I turn to look at my mother, who is nodding. She thinks I am fat, too. The doctor listens to my breathing, thumps here and there for a few minutes, and tells me he is finished. As we are leaving, he says, “And you are allergic to chocolate, so if you are eating it, stop.”

			On our way home, my mother says, “Well, that wasn’t so bad. It will be good for you to lose weight. And knowing that you are allergic to chocolate is also good.”

			“But how does he know I am allergic to chocolate?”

			“Doctors know things that we don’t,” she says.

			That night, I eat five frozen Milky Ways.

			

			• • •

			My mother is standing next to me as I reach into the refrigerator and pull out Dannon vanilla yogurt. She says, “Yogurt is fattening, too.” I am fourteen and have been on a diet (or a binge) every day for three years.

			I say, “What am I supposed to eat?”

			She says, “As little as possible.”

			The next day I eat only Grape Nuts for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She doesn’t realize this because she is sleeping when I leave for school in the morning and out with her friends when I return. She doesn’t like to cook. She isn’t interested in what we eat or when, only the effect of it on my belly, arms, thighs.

			When she took a baking class with her friend Mimi and brought home a warm cinnamon Bundt cake, my brother and I ate half of it immediately.

			“That’s the last time I ever bake anything,” she said, furious. “It took hours to make it and it took you two minutes to eat. And besides, young lady,” she says, glowering at me. “A minute on the lips is years on the hips, don’t you know that by now?”

			A month of eating only two apples a day follows the month of eating nothing but Grape Nuts. I don’t think about nutrition. I don’t think about protein. I think only about calories and limiting what I eat to less than a thousand calories a day. Still, I gain weight. My body, a boy in my class says, is made of circles.

			

			• • •

			When I get off the bus from camp at the end of the summer, my mother looks at me and says, “You are so fat you could have rolled off that bus.” We go immediately to Dr. Mende, whose nurse, Cathy, sits in front of a desk with fifteen bins of colored capsules.

			Cathy has platinum frosted hair, wears bright blue eyeshadow, and a ring in the shape of a lion’s head on her index finger. I am captivated by the emerald-green and sunflower-yellow pills. Cathy weighs me, injects me with something, I don’t know what, I don’t ask, and counts out fourteen yellow pills for me to take home. I keep looking back at my mother, who is sitting on the brown fake leather chair in the office. She is nodding. “This is a good thing,” she says. “This will help you lose the weight you gained at camp. You can’t keep going like this. You are going to turn into one of those fat ladies in the circus.”

			I stay on the diet pills for four years, transitioning from yellow to white to my favorites: the pretty green ones. I don’t lose more than the twenty pounds I lost that first month but I am afraid to go off the pills, convinced I will gain back the weight.

			

			• • •

			I am fifteen years old. My mother and I are walking to the basement. Down the carpeted steps of black-and-white circles, under the bronze angel chandelier with two dim bulbs in her hands. We turn right at the bottom and walk past my father’s cubbyhole of an office. The Al Hirschfeld cartoon of Judy Garland with a single Nina drawn into her microphone. The caricature in which my father’s head is almost as huge as the wad of dollar bills he is holding.

			We walk farther into the bowels of the basement—past the old black camp trunk with the brass locks, the boxes of baby books, my Garden School cheerleading coat embroidered on the right side with my name—while my mother is chattering. “I want you to see my clothes and what I’ve hidden.”

			She opens a gray metal door inside another storage room and reveals a long rack of clothes with their price tags still on them. The smell of cedar fills my nostrils, throat.

			A black Chanel suit with gold buttons.

			A pumpkin-orange gown with sequins.

			Five silk blouses in varying colors of gray and white.

			Seven dresses, all black.

			Multiple pairs of pleated Mr. Dino wool pants in black, brown, white.

			A dozen pairs of shoes stacked in their boxes on the floor.

			The rack of clothes is so long that I can’t see its end.

			“Mom,” I say. “My God. You have an entire store here. Look at these clothes!”

			“Listen to me,” she says, “because your father is not past cutting us off without a penny. It’s important to get it all now. If he offers you something—anything—take it even if you don’t need it or like it. The day is coming when the supply will dry up, and you don’t want to be without.”

			I nod. Take anything, everything, whether I want it or not. Catastrophe is coming.

			Later that week, I will escort my new friend Linda to the cedar closet and show her the supply. We notice a pair of white pantaloons with pink-and-black polka dots. They look like clown pants. We decide to empty out my old clothes from the camp trunk and take them and the pantaloons to the thrift store in town.

			Two days later, my mother is tearing around the house ranting about the missing bottoms to her very expensive Chester Weinberg outfit. They look like pantaloons, she says, have you seen them? I lie, say, “Of course not.” I call Linda on the phone, tell her we need to get over to the thrift store immediately.

			We spend hours sifting through moldy clothes: old smelly pajamas, brocade blouses, pants so big they could fit both of us. Mink stoles with heads and teeth and eyes on them. No clown pants.

			“Someone,” I tell Linda, “must have wanted to join the circus.”

			Linda tells her father, who is a famous clothes designer, about the pantaloons. He tells Chester Weinberg, who is greatly amused by our misfortune and sends a new pair of pantaloons to my mother.

			

			• • •

			I am twenty-two. “It’s a group grope,” I tell my mother when my boyfriend, Will, and I move to Buffalo, New York, to live with Amelia and David, the couple from Omaha, Nebraska, we met while hitchhiking. “We switch partners every Monday after dinner.”

			“What do you eat for dinner?” my mother asks.

			“Really, Mom, that’s what you want to know?”

			“Well, that and what you do after you switch.”

			“Monday dinners are tuna fish casserole with Campbell’s mushroom soup and crumbled potato chips. After dinner we have wild loud sex.”

			“I have two more questions,” my mother says: “How good is the sex and do you have sex with the woman or is it just the men who switch?”

			“The sex is great. David told me I have ice cream breasts. And I do have sex with the woman.”

			“Sounds exciting,” she says. “I almost had sex with Margaret at the country club but I couldn’t
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