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			PRAISE FOR 
The Self-Love Experiment

			“[A] profound book and a must-read for anyone who prioritizes happiness. . . . This is the playbook for making small changes and shifts that will yield you large results in your happiness.”

			—Kristine Carlson, New York Times bestselling author of Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff for Women

			“Shannon offers easy-to-absorb advice to help you become your happiest, most loved, highest potential self—and best of all she makes it a fun process. My kind of gal.”

			—Karen Salmansohn, bestselling author of How to Be Happy, Dammit: A Cynic’s Guide to Spiritual Happiness

			“This is a breakthrough guide to help you release negative thought patterns and live a life you are in love with.”

			—Christine Hassler, life coach, speaker, and author of 20 Something, 20 Everything and Expectation Hangover

			“She not only believes in the message of happiness, she lives it and breathes it. Every time I talk to Shannon, happiness finds a way in. Pick up this book and breathe in some happiness into your heart and mind.”

			—Christine Arylo, author of Madly in Love with ME

			“I admire Shannon because she’s battled her own demons—overcoming depression, drug addiction, and an eating disorder—and has emerged with an enthusiasm for life, a belief in herself, and a passion for helping others identify and pursue what they truly want.”

			—Lori Deschene, founder of TinyBuddha.com and author of Tiny Buddha: Simple Wisdom for Life’s Hard Questions

			“Shannon shares her story of vulnerability and victory and emerges as a radiant example of what is possible with a mental makeover. Shannon gives you an easy-to-follow road map to lasting happiness, joy, and inner transformation. People say happiness is an inside job—this is the ultimate how-to manual.”

			—Amy Leigh Mercree, author of The Spiritual Girl’s Guide to Dating

			“Shannon’s blazing one hell of a self-love trail for others to show up, release fear, and live life, fully. You know, one where your dreams come true, and we live happily ever after in love, with ourselves! The world needs this self-love injection. And so do you.”

			—Emma Mildon, bestselling author of The Soul Searcher’s Handbook and The Evolution of Goddess

			“Shannon is an absolute Goddess. She’s a beautiful example of what is possible when you free yourself from self-criticism, blame, and guilt, and choose love instead. I am in total adoration of this woman, and that’s because of how in love she is with herself, the world, and life! Thank you, Shannon, for being such a light. Readers, you are in for a treat!”

			—Melissa Wells, eating psychology coach and bestselling author of The Goddess Revolution: Make Peace with Food, Love Your Body and Reclaim Your Life

			“The Self-Love Experiment is the book I wish I’d had in my twenties. And my thirties. Now more than ever, we as women need to rise up and empower ourselves and each other. Shannon’s book is like the necessary guidebook we need to get ourselves there. Self-love can seem elusive, but Shannon has broken it down in easy-to-digest lessons.”

			—Andrea Owen, author of 52 Ways to Live a Kick-Ass Life: BS-Free Wisdom to Ignite Your Inner Badass and Live the Life You Deserve 

			“One of the freshest voices in mental health and wellness, Shannon is on a mission to empower others to be true to themselves and live their full potential.”

			—Marci Shimoff, New York Times bestselling author of Happy for No Reason and coeditor of Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul

			“Shannon Kaiser inspires people to ditch what doesn’t serve them and follow their paths to true joy and satisfaction.”

			—mindbodygreen

			“Shannon Kaiser is an incredible woman on a mission to help people find peace, happiness, and fulfillment in their lives. Her desire to serve others shines through all of her work.”

			—Gabrielle Bernstein, New York Times bestselling author of May Cause Miracles
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			This book is dedicated to

			YOU, DEAR READER,

			For showing up for yourself, for listening to your heart, and for trusting the guidance within. Together we can celebrate life and the journey back to our true selves. Your dedication to living a life with more joy and love is a beautiful gift to yourself and the world.

			 

			Also for Tucker,

			I love you so much. Thank you.

		

	
		
			The Self-Love Experiment Resources

			THE SELF-LOVE EXPERIMENT IS my own personal journey into finding self-love. Throughout this book, I share my story to help you learn by example. But there are many tools I use in my own life and in workshops and coaching sessions with my clients to help them access self-love. I’m committed to doing all I can to support you on your self-love journey, which is why I have created extra resources to help you feel more joy and self-love. This book is one tool among many to help you fall in love with yourself and life.

			These powerful tools are designed to help you feel supported and loved while you read this book and create your own Self-Love Experiment.

			FREE “ME MATTERS” AUDIO MEDITATION

			I created a powerful audio meditation that you can download for free to help you align with your best self daily. This meditation will help you feel more balanced and loved. Download the free self-love audio meditation here: www.playwiththeworld.com/theselflove experiment/mematters.

			COMMUNITY—FACEBOOK GROUP

			I’ve created a tight-knit, collaborative community on my Facebook author page at @ShannonKaiserWrites. This is a community where I post tools, resources, and daily inspiration. This is a safe place for readers to connect. Share your reflections, your questions, and your brilliant “aha” moments.

			SELF-LOVE POWER MANTRAS

			Throughout the book you will see key phrases and positive mantras. Each on its own page, these are designed to be used as motivation. You can snap a pic, post to social media, send to your friends, or simply copy them and put them on your own vision board. You can use them to help you feel connected to your authentic self.

			SHARE THE LOVE #THESELFLOVEEXPERIMENT

			When you are inspired by messages and mantras in this book, share them on social media using #TheSelfLoveExperiment or #MeMatters. I invite you to take photos of the book cover or any text that inspires you and post to your Instagram page, as I am always reposting readers’ photos. Just make sure to use the hashtags #TheSelfLoveExperiment or #MeMatters or tag @Shannon KaiserWrites so I can find you.

			JOY JOURNAL—POWER QUESTIONS

			Throughout the book I ask specific questions to help you take the process deeper. I encourage you to get a special journal for the process and have fun answering the questions, strategically designed for maximum growth.

			SELF-LOVE SOUNDTRACK

			Get sweet music for your ears by listening to the free soundtrack I created of uplifting songs I use in my Self-Love workshops and in-person events. You can access the free playlist on www.playwiththeworld.com/theselfloveexperiment.
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			To be nobody but yourself—in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else—means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.

			—E. E. CUMMINGS

		

		

	
		
			Why This Book? Why Now?

			I HAVE WHAT I refer to as a guru. But he is also my life coach, adviser, and healer. The term doesn’t really matter, as he has been all these things and more for me, and I am eternally grateful to him for having helped me sort through some very difficult life situations. For the sake of protecting his privacy, we shall call him Doctor P. The last time I met with him, he told me, “You will find lasting love when you love yourself. Your only homework is to Love Yourself.” I felt like a helpless child watching as an adult dangled candy in front of me. The sweet thing I wanted so badly in my life was right there in front of me yet completely out of my reach. His words echoed in my mind: “All you have to do is love yourself and you will have everything you want.”

			Sigh.

			I thought to myself, “I am trying. I’ve been trying. But when will it get easier?” You see, at the time I met with my guru, I was about to embark on an inward journey. I had already been focusing on knowing that me matters. But it was fleeting. Some days I felt great, I enjoyed my own company, and I liked who I was, but most days I felt unworthy, ugly, and off track in life.

			Welcome to the Self-Love Experiment.

			What is it, you might ask? The Self-Love Experiment is a challenge I gave myself to become my own best friend. It was born out of a desperate need to feel more connected to my life and myself. I wanted to know what it was like to live at peace with myself in my body and finally end the war I had been carrying on inside myself for more than three decades. Was it possible that this battle might finally subside? I wanted to find out, so I set out on a giant adventure. The Self-Love Experiment is a love story. Not the kind where a Prince Charming comes to rescue you from distress, but the kind of love story where you become your own hero. I rose up and learned how to save myself from the demons that live in my head. Before my Self-Love Experiment, self-criticism formed the backbone of my relationship with myself. I was always attacking myself in my mind, overanalyzing everything I did. Nothing I ever did was good enough for me.

			I wanted to know what it would feel like to go an entire day without criticizing myself or feeling as though I didn’t measure up. “Heck,” I thought, “it would be nice to go even an hour without this inner critic beating me down.” So I set out to work on myself, for myself, and by myself.

			For more than three decades, I didn’t just dislike myself—I actively went out of my way to sabotage myself. Although I didn’t know it at the time, I was indeed treating myself like dirt. All through my twenties I picked inappropriate men who were not right for me in myriad ways: drug addicts, unavailable men, or men who were super clingy and liked the idea of me rather than who I really was. All my relationships were superficial. I overspent, overate, overworked, all in an effort to avoid the sinking sensation that perhaps there might be a gentler, kinder, and more compassionate way to live.

			Was it possible to love myself? When I looked around at my circle of friends and family and in society, it became obvious that most people don’t really love themselves. It’s not that we don’t want to. We just don’t know how. And most of us aren’t talking about it. We aren’t walking around saying we don’t love ourselves; rather, it’s in our behavior, our way of existing. It’s in our constant quest to be happier, skinnier, smarter, and richer—outward expressions of achievement that we reach for, based on some notion that we just aren’t enough as we are. We try and we try to be enough. It is fleeting, the sensation of getting there. The chase is what we are conditioned to accept.

			In doing research I discovered:1

			
					91 percent of women hate their bodies.

					89 percent of women are always on a diet or trying to lose weight.

					Twice as many American women than men are on antidepressants.

					95 percent of people want to change something about themselves.

					People today are less happy than in the 1970s (and women then had even fewer opportunities and less freedom).

					Studies estimate ten million women and girls suffer from eating disorders as a way to control their out-of-control lives.

					Eating disorders have the highest mortality rate of any mental illness.

			

			But it’s not just women who are seemingly unable to love themselves. It’s men, too. And who is the culprit? It’s that mean part of us that says we aren’t worthy or lovable. The inner critic that creates a playground for our lack of self-love. It is the judgmental, critical, and belittling inner dialogue that virtually every person hears running through their mind every day.

			It became clear that, in order for me to find self-love, I had to look at what was blocking me, which was my own inner critic and the beliefs about myself and how others perceived me. It is the part of me that tried to sabotage my efforts at being happy. It is the inner voice that points out all the ways we don’t measure up or might be falling behind . . . how fat, old, young, uneducated, or flawed we are. The part of us that says we should be doing more, we should have it figured out. The voice that says we are off track and therefore doomed. For most of us, this voice is very much in the driver’s seat, making it highly unlikely that we will ever reach the destination of self-love. We worry we are “not enough” or we are being “too much.” We judge ourselves for just existing. We focus on what is not going well and how far we still have to go instead of celebrating the journey and appreciating where we are, as we are.

			Self-love is not something that comes naturally to adults or something we actually think about trying to achieve. Many of us, it seems, search for happiness and fulfillment, and we think this will give us the feeling of peace we have so long desired. But we quickly learn that happiness and even being fulfilled are constantly moving targets.

			I wanted to know what it felt like to fall in love with myself. “Falling” was an important part of my process, because falling in love is an essential first part of loving someone for a long, long time and loving them unconditionally. When we fall in love in romantic relationships, everything is heightened, and we are diligent in our devotion to our beloved. We are excited about the possibilities of what might be, and we allow ourselves to be present to what is. In our fascination with this person we don’t see any of their flaws. I wanted to feel all of this about myself, but I knew that—just like real romance—the falling is fleeting, and at some point we must roll up our sleeves and get down to the hard work of making love last.

			This full circle of self-love—falling in love with yourself and then discovering how to make that love last—is essential. And it’s a process that is so very rewarding because suddenly we find that we have discovered a gentler, kinder way to live in the world. One where we are no longer at war with ourselves but are simply celebrating ourselves in a loving light. Imagine what it would feel like to live your life at ease, never feeling the pressure to change or fix yourself. No more pressure to be different so you fit in or feel accepted, because you know you are enough. I believe that this way of living is entirely possible, which is what this book is about.

			Thus began my Self-Love Experiment. I first started by asking myself, “How do people love themselves? What tools and tips can I try?” I tried meditation. I tried repeating self-acceptance mantras. I looked in the mirror and tried to compliment myself several times each day. I read tons of self-help books and experimented with even more diets. I took all kinds of steps, but all my efforts were strained. Something was still off. I still felt unlovable, like an outsider looking in on my life. Not fully feeling as though I belonged anywhere. The big question echoed in my mind: How do I love myself?

			If only I knew how, I could take the steps necessary and make it happen. But asking how when we don’t know how just keeps us stuck. So I stopped asking how do you love yourself, and I started to experiment. The first step: I began to ask better questions.

			Perhaps the better question to start with is why? Why don’t I love myself? The answer was unclear at first. I liked parts of me, but when it came to actually committing to loving myself, I felt a little unsure. I just knew that I felt, for some reason, unworthy. Where it started, this insecure way of being, was unclear. And perhaps it didn’t really matter—all I knew was that I wanted to feel something about myself that just didn’t come naturally to me.

			In order to fall in love with myself, I needed a fresh start, a clean slate. No more regrets about the past. I thought about the moments when I did appreciate myself and felt excited about life. But then I thought about how, following these brief moments of self-appreciation, I would find myself looking in the mirror and hearing my inner voice interrupt my good vibes with self-doubt and judgments as I compared myself to others and concluded that I just didn’t measure up. It seemed every time I managed to see myself in a positive light, my harsh inner critic interrupted the reverie to assert that, No, actually you just aren’t good enough.

			But why exactly didn’t I love me?

			I thought, “Well, let’s start there.” Before my experiment, I felt unlovable. I didn’t love me . . . why? Because I was fat and overweight. How can an overweight person be loved? Because I felt ugly, I never felt like I fit in, I’ve always felt like I’m on the outside looking in, one of the uncool kids trying to prove myself worthy. Why don’t I love myself? Because I don’t always feel smart. I don’t always know the right thing to say, I often forget things, and I am clumsy with details. Because I feel like maybe my life is off track. Maybe somehow I took a wrong turn and I’m behind, I’m not where I’m supposed to be. I make mistakes, and everything is always my fault. Because I feel like I don’t matter. Like I have nothing of real value to offer others. Because I am alone. A single woman in her midthirties . . . surely something is wrong with me.

			There it was, scratched out on my notepad, all the reasons I felt ashamed to be alive. The reasons staring me in the face: proof that I was unworthy. As I looked at my list, I saw a consistency with its focus on my feeling a certain way—not good enough, not lovable. These clues into my deep-rooted insecurity were like bread crumbs leading me through a thicket of limiting beliefs about myself.

			I dug a little deeper. My entire life I felt ashamed to be me. I felt unworthy of being alive in the world. This way of living no longer served me. This way of being had to die. It was time for me to shed the cloak of fear and rise up to see my beautiful essence and know that I am worthy of love, acceptance, recognition, and joy. All I had to do was just decide. Because feeling as though we don’t have a choice is indeed a choice. We deserve to love ourselves. By recognizing this, I felt a little freer. And the choice to be kinder to me was under way.

			Before my Self-Love Experiment, my biggest fear—that I wouldn’t be accepted for who I was—was because I didn’t accept myself as I was. And although I was unaware of it at the time, I was still needing the approval of others. Ironically, I wanted to be seen for who I was, but I was at the same time terrified of being seen. I’d think, What if people don’t like me? What if others laugh at me for being who I really am? I realized the only way to see if self-love was possible was to start taking action and exploring the possibilities of what might be. It was important to allow myself to be more me.

			How? What does this mean? Simply put, we will try. We will be willing. We will open ourselves up a little more to the possibilities of self-love. The Self-Love Experiment involves agreeing in your heart and in your actions to the following new ways of being in the world:

			
					I made a declaration to myself, that I will simply show up.

					I will speak kindly to myself, no more criticism.

					I will stop judging myself, no more comparing.

					I will stop feeling guilty for just doing things I really want to do.

					I will stop blaming myself and feeling as though it’s always my fault.

					I will start to care for myself in ways that cherish and appreciate my being.

					I will show up for myself.

					I will trust myself.

					I will no longer avoid my feelings.

					I will express myself and say what I need to say.

					I will let go of the habits, fears, and beliefs blocking me from feeling content with myself.

			

			Boiled down and at its essence, the Self-Love Experiment begins when you commit to learning how to exist in this world alongside the inner critic that has raged war on you for possibly even decades of your life. It means learning to love the unlovable parts of yourself. When I committed to doing my own Self-Love Experiment, I told myself that I would allow myself to be who I am instead of who I think I am supposed to be or who the world says I should be.

			How do you love yourself? What we are really asking is, How can you love something you think is unlovable? You try. We just have to simply show up, roll up our sleeves, and try. In this way, one day at a time, the Self-Love Experiment will unfold. And it will be the most beautiful journey you will ever embark on. Welcome to the adventure of becoming your own best friend.

		

	
		
			It’s hard to love yourself when you’re not being yourself.

			—TONY ROBBINS

		

	
			

Introduction

			I AM NOT A technical or scientific person. I love research and researchers and all that they do, but I am a feeling person. I learn from my life experiences, my mistakes, and my feelings. They lead me forward and help me figure things out. This book is not a technical or scientific approach to reaching self-love. Rather, it describes my own personal journey to discover that I matter and that self-love is indeed possible. In my sharing, I hope you can learn through example. I will share my story, and in my sharing, you can apply the aspects that resonate with you for your own life. I might be talking about my insecurities and how I overcame them, and my hang-ups might not be yours, but if you apply your hang-ups to the experiment, you will see results for yourself, too. The goal is to become our own friends, even if we all have a different point of entry. You may not hate your body as I did, but you might hate something else that you think is holding you back. Just be open to the journey, and you, too, will see a shift in your own life.

			With that said, as I wrote the first few drafts of this book, I kept wanting to put the self-love into a process. It made sense to me to have steps. After all, if we take the steps, we should be able to see results, right? Technically this is correct, but draft after draft, the book kept feeling like it wanted to be something else. It felt incomplete. It wanted to be more organic, less formal, and not so technical. About the time I got the original idea to write this book, I was reading Gretchen Rubin’s Better Than Before,2 an instant New York Times bestseller. Her book is all about transforming habits, and her approach is very linear. She indeed has mastered the step-by-step process; it is approachable, simple, and applicable. I started to look at other authors to see if there was a secret to their success and any one-size-fits-all approach to self-improvement and laying out a book. The more I compared my approach to that of other authors, the more overwhelmed and anxious I became.

			It never occurred to me that trying to change my outside world was a desperate attempt to feel better on the inside.
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			I kept trying to put my book into a formula, a specific structure, one I thought worked because it seemed to work for other authors. I thought if it worked for them—the formatting, the approach, even the structure—then it should work for me. I tried to shove my understanding of self-love into a cookie-cutter version of what was established. Little did I know at the time, but that was how my entire life was functioning. I was always trying to shove myself into situations that didn’t really align or fit. I’d do what others wanted, not really giving myself a chance to speak up or do what I wanted. I wanted to fit in, but I was always a little off. I was trying to fit into the world, but as long as I kept trying to fit, I would always come up short, because the real magic of the Self-Love Experiment is that I learned I don’t have to fit into the world. I can be me and let the world fit to me. There is no need to change ourselves to be something else, because we, as we are, are enough.

			Most of my life was focused on trying to change myself on the outside. I was always trying to fit my body to a certain size, trying to say the right thing and hide my real opinion, afraid to rock any boat. I was always trying to manipulate, control, or change situations, circumstances, and myself.

			I walked around an anxious ball of frustration. I was in a perpetual state of fear. I always felt as if I had to gasp for air. I was alive but barely living.

			My anxiety got so bad at times that I would forget to breathe and I would pass out. This is all because I was working so hard to change myself, to change my life, but I didn’t have self-love. I didn’t even know what self-love was.

			My shift came after writing multiple drafts of this book. Through my own Self-Love Experiment, I stopped trying to push and make myself be something I am not. I gave myself permission to be me. The same thing happened through the process of writing this book. Instead of trying to make it something it wasn’t supposed to be, I decided to let go of the rules and formulas of reaching self-love. I stopped comparing myself to other authors and just let the book and me be what we wanted to be: free to express itself, free to just be me.

			Once I let go of trying to make this book something it wasn’t, I was able to invite the real me to the adventure. The real me does not have a clear step-by-step process of reaching self-love, but she has stories, adventures, ideas, thoughts, and a deep understanding that spawns from personal experience, all of which I have a deep desire to share.

			So I put them into this book to document my own journey into finding self-love. What you will find are stories and ideas, and as I share my perspective, I invite you to learn by my example. My other books have been more prescriptive; I provided more checklists and questions to help you deep dive into your own life. This book is much different. Why? Because self-love is a very personal experience. This is my own personal journey into finding my authentic self, and not only finding her but also loving her unconditionally and realizing there is nothing to change or fix. You may be wondering why this is important. Because you too are on your own personal journey. By picking up this book you’ve already declared you are ready to love yourself more. I am enough. You are enough. We are enough.

			There is a power in sharing; when we share our true, real, raw selves with others, we can celebrate all that we are.
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			This book is a journey, just like life and just like discovering self-love. If you are looking for the answers and you want your magic bullet, if you want some expert to tell you exactly how to find self-love, I’ll be honest: this book and my teachings are not for you. What I offer is my truth, a reflective process that is full of love, compassion, and wonder. I tend to learn best through example, and personally I like stories, as they can touch us in ways that move us to action. So here in these pages are hundreds of stories, examples, and insights into what self-love is and how to reach it. Take what works for you, leave the rest, but please, dear friend, have fun in this experiment and be open in the journey.

			I share my examples and learning because what I have been through and learned is nothing short of miraculous. I’ve discovered the power of being your own best friend, and in sharing my story, I hope you find a peace within. Please remember this is an experiment, which means the outcome is not as important as the journey. As long as you approach this book with an open heart, you will get so much more out of it than if you are trying to find the answer and looking to be fixed. Because it is an experiment, with this approach you will see there is nothing to fix. What I learned through my own journey is that there are only areas of our life and pieces to be loved. So any area that feels out of balance and is not going as well as you hope is neither broken nor in need of change for you to be happy. It just needs a little more love.

			What I learned is that self-love is not an organized process or even a destination.

			Self-love is not a place we get to but a place we choose.
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			Specific steps and practical tools are good, but life doesn’t work that way. Real life, like my experiment to find self-love, is messy, gloriously raw, and exciting. There are no parameters or regulations. It doesn’t fit neatly into a box. It’s about the journey, the story that unfolds with each new discovery. All you have to do is be open and suck in the experience, because life will give you what you need, when you ask for it.

			I set out to find self-love. And I found it. Today, I love me. I feel peace. I realized the steps can be practical, but self-love is not. Finding self-love has to happen from within our own hearts. Yes, there are action steps you can take, the principles I share in the final section, but relying on only the steps will inevitably keep you missing the real magic of possibilities that can happen when we take off the blinders.

			I applied the principles to my life, but I applied them loosely, and as I loosened the reins, I felt freer. In the space of freedom, I was able to be more me. And that is what this entire process is really about: letting yourself be more you, instead of you trying to be more of what you think you need to be. That is the power of the experiment. And in the process of just being you, freedom can come in, and love and joy will commence.

			I feel as though I should share that this is the fifth draft of this book. Yes, that is correct: I wrote four other versions of The Self-Love Experiment. For a couple of reasons, really. One, I don’t like to put anything out into the world unless I am super proud of it and connected to the message, and two, I need to believe in what I am writing about. And for the past year, I have been trying to see the results before the experiment was over. I wanted to feel self-love; for a while the destination was more important than the journey. “I have a book to write,” I told myself, “so put this process on paper.” But that approach was putting the cart before the horse. It wasn’t flowing. Nothing was working. It even took almost six months to finalize the contract for this book with my publisher; the entire process was molasses slow, which begged for self-compassion. The more gentle I was with myself, the easier things became. The more I let go of the destination, the more fun my experiment was.

			You see, I am actually living daily what I’m writing about. I indeed have been on a journey, a true self-love experiment. Five drafts ago, I had an entirely different relationship with myself—and it wasn’t as good as the one I have with myself now! As I dive more deeply into my own Self-Love Experiment, I learn more and grow into even more self-awareness. In this experience, I learned we are always right where we need to be. Check in with yourself and see where you are today. How do you feel? What is your relationship with yourself? Knowing where you are today is key to getting where you want to go. I had to go through all those experiences and book drafts to learn the lessons and love myself fully. Every step of the way is a process, so please be compassionate and kind with yourself, for wherever you are is exactly where you are supposed to be.

			This book is not like my others. I mean, it’s still me, I am the author, but I feel as though this particular book, because of the nature of the topic, has asked me to go deeper, step up higher, and demand more from myself, my writing, and my audience. What do I mean? I mean the Self-Love Experiment is more than just an experiment—it is a declaration of sorts to your future self. You are saying you will show up more fully and be more present for yourself. You will be the best version of you because you know you are worth it. Well, at least that is what the Self-Love Experiment was for me.

			In the first few drafts, every word made me excruciatingly uncomfortable. I felt as though I were climbing a mountain every day I showed up to write the book. It was uncomfortable. I felt naked and exposed, like that bad reoccurring dream where you are naked in public. Only in my dream, no one was laughing. They just stared at me as though I were some social leper; they pointed and whispered under their breaths. It seemed as if they were one collective unit and I was on the outside, always looking in, much like a zoo animal that feels trapped by life’s circumstances. I felt judgment, shame, and oh so out of place. That is my dream, but that was also my life. No, I didn’t walk around naked in public, and I
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