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Disclaimer

The information in this book is designed to provide helpful advice on the subjects discussed. It is not meant to be used, nor should it be used, to diagnose or treat any medical or psychological condition, nor as a substitute for professional medical or psychological advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The author and publisher make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information contained within. Any reliance you place on the information in this book is strictly at your own risk. The stories and examples used throughout are composites drawn from multiple sources and are not intended to represent any specific individual.

Note from the Author

This book was written for the givers, the carers, and the quiet ones who have spent a lifetime pouring from an empty cup. May you finally find the courage to fill it.

— N.A.
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Chapter 1: The Forbidden Word
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Where the trouble started

Nana was seven years old the first time she understood that wanting things was dangerous.

It was a Sunday at her grandmother’s house — the kind of Sunday that smelled of jollof rice and palm oil and laundry drying in the yard, the kind that started after church and dissolved into the long, warm afternoon without anyone consulting a clock. The adults occupied the front room in the way of adults at a family gathering: loudly, peacefully, with a quality of settled ownership over the space. The children ate in the kitchen.

The rice was excellent. Nana had finished her plate with a thoroughness that left nothing unconsidered, and decided, with the complete and uncomplicated logic of a seven-year-old, that she would like more. The rice was good. She was still hungry. These seemed like sufficient facts.

She pushed back her chair, walked to the pot, and was reaching for the serving spoon when her aunt turned around.

“Ehn! See this one.” The aunt laughed, raising her voice toward the front room. “You want more? This girl is always thinking about herself, o.”

The adults laughed. Nana laughed too, because the laughter made it a joke, and in the territory of a family gathering a joke is always the safest thing to be. But something settled into her chest that afternoon that would take her four decades to examine — not shame exactly, and not quite embarrassment. Something quieter than both. An awareness, bone-deep, that wanting things required a justification she did not yet know how to produce.

She set the spoon down. She returned to the table. She told herself she was not that hungry.

It was a small moment. Nothing happened. Nobody was cruel. And yet.

Forty years later, Nana would describe herself, without irony, as someone who never wanted too much.

★

The Word We Were Taught to Distrust

There is a word most of us absorbed before we were old enough to examine it.

Selfish.

Not from any single lecture. From a look. From a tone. From a laugh at a kitchen table, pitched just loud enough to carry into the next room. From the particular quality of a parent’s disappointment — the specific silence that follows a want expressed at the wrong moment. From the schoolteacher who made a brief, gentle example of the child who grabbed the biggest portion. From the sermon that drew a clean, confident line between self-love and pride, and left no doubt about which side of that line virtue preferred.

By the time we were old enough to think critically about any of this, the lesson was already structural. It was not a belief we held so much as a lens we saw through. Caring for yourself, naming your own needs without apology, choosing your own rest over someone else’s request — these were not neutral acts. They were moral failures in ordinary clothing. And so we learned to be suspicious of ourselves. We said ‘I’m fine’ when we were not fine at all, because admitting to being not-fine asked something of the people around us. And asking things of people was the first step toward becoming a burden. And becoming a burden was the thing, more than almost anything else, that we had been taught to fear.

I want to say this carefully, because it matters: the fear was not baseless.

Selfishness is real. The cold and deliberate variety — the sort that treats people as instruments, that takes without returning, that diminishes others in the service of its own comfort — does genuine damage. The concern behind the warning was a concern about something real. The people who taught it to us were, most of them, trying to protect us from something they had seen. Their love was genuine.

But the solution was misdirected.

You do not produce generosity by teaching people to neglect themselves. You produce exhaustion. You produce the slow erosion that accumulates when a person gives and gives from a place of inner emptiness — not because they have anything genuine to offer, but because they are terrified of what it means about them if they don’t.

The child who learns their needs don’t matter does not grow up selfless. They grow up brittle. Still giving, because the lesson stuck. Still available, because unavailability is the thing they were most afraid to be. But giving from a place of hollowness, which is not love — it is obligation wearing love’s face. It looks identical from the outside. It feels completely different from the inside.

You know the difference. You have felt both.

	You do not produce generosity by teaching people to neglect themselves. You produce exhaustion. And exhaustion, held long enough, produces nothing at all.



What Self-Love Is Not

Before we can talk about what self-love is, we have to clear the field of what it isn’t. Because the word has been so long associated with its worst version that it is difficult to say it plainly without something in the listener already bracing.

It is not narcissism. Narcissism — the clinical kind, and the colloquial kind — is characterised by an inflated sense of one’s own importance, a persistent hunger for admiration, and a diminished capacity for genuine empathy. At its root, it is almost always a response to a profound and largely unconscious sense of worthlessness. The narcissist does not have too much self-love. They have almost none. They have built an elaborate structure to simulate it from the outside, because the real thing was never made available to them.

Self-love is not indifference to others. The person who genuinely and sustainably cares for themselves does not become less available to the people around them. They become more genuinely present — because they are no longer spending every available resource on the work of simply keeping themselves afloat.

Self-love is not the abolition of sacrifice. There are times in a life when the right and true thing is to give something costly: time, comfort, safety, ease. Sacrifice, freely chosen, for someone or something that truly matters, is one of the most beautiful things a person can do. What self-love does is ensure the sacrifice is chosen. That it comes from fullness rather than compulsion. That it is the exception the heart elects, not the permanent operating condition of every waking day.

Self-love is not the achievement of some permanent, untroubled ease. It is not becoming someone who has mastered their emotions, who no longer struggles, who has arrived at a calm plateau above the ordinary difficulty of being human. Wholeness is not the same as perfection. The person who loves themselves is still broken in the ordinary ways. They have simply stopped treating their brokenness as evidence that they deserve less.

And self-love is not selfishness. These two things have been so thoroughly confused, for so long, in so many traditions and cultures, that it is almost impossible to hold them in the same sentence without one contaminating the other. But the confusion is wrong, and it has cost an enormous number of people an enormous amount.

Selfishness takes from others. Self-love simply — practically, without drama — refuses to take from yourself.

What Self-Love Actually Is

Here is the simplest and most honest definition available:

Self-love is the consistent, practical act of treating yourself as someone worth caring for.

Not worshipping. Not prioritising above all other considerations. Not building a life insulated from the demands of the people you love. Simply: treating yourself with the same basic regard that you extend, without hesitation, to the people you care most about.

When your closest friend is overwhelmed, you encourage them to rest. You remind them that they cannot sustain this pace. You bring something warm and sit with them and say, with complete sincerity, that they matter more than the task — and you mean it, because they do, because you can see their worth clearly in a way that is somehow harder to do for yourself.

Self-love asks you to do that for yourself. Not instead of doing it for others. Alongside it.

It is calling your own struggling self in from the cold. It is noticing when the well is quietly, structurally running low and choosing to refill it rather than press on until something breaks. It is speaking to yourself, in the private conversation that runs beneath all your other conversations, with something like the kindness you already know how to extend to everyone else.

This is not complicated. But it is, for many people, deeply unfamiliar. Because it was never modelled. Because it was actively taught against. Because the voice that has lived in their head since childhood learned, very early, that this particular kind of care was not safe to ask for.

What this book is trying to do — chapter by chapter, one story at a time — is make it safe. Not by changing the world around you. By changing the story you have been telling yourself about what you are allowed to want.

Nana is in her late forties now. She has a family she loves deeply and a career built on showing up for others, and a life that is, by any reasonable measure, full. She still sometimes catches herself at the edge of something she needs — a moment’s rest, a request unmade, a desire half-formed — and feels the old reflex. The caution. The small, silent setting-down of the spoon.

But she has started, slowly and without ceremony, to reach anyway.

That is where this book begins. Not at the end of the story. In the kitchen. With your hand on the spoon.

	Reflection — When did you first learn that your needs were less important? Not the lesson — the moment. The room, the face, the particular quality of what was said or left unsaid. You don’t have to do anything with it yet. Just let yourself remember it clearly.
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Chapter 2: The Empty Cup
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The physics of giving

Adaeze was the kind of person everyone called first.

Not ‘one of the first.’ First. Before anyone else was considered.

If you needed help moving across town, Adaeze arrived at seven in the morning with chin-chin in a paper bag and enough cheerfulness to turn a hard day into something close to a celebration. If your marriage was in trouble, she sat with you for three hours and said the exact right thing at the exact right moment — not the rehearsed thing, not the careful thing, but the one that cut through to the actual centre of what was happening. If you needed someone to collect your child from school, to sit with your mother through a long night at the hospital, to cover the school fees for a difficult month, to be talked down from the edge of a very bad decision — Adaeze was there.

She was, by every visible measure, an extraordinary person.

What nobody saw was what happened after she drove home.

She would park in the driveway and sit in the dark for a while before going inside. Not because she did not love the people waiting in there — she did, genuinely and well. She sat because she needed a moment to locate something she had been misplacing more and more frequently: some thread back to herself. Some sense of a person who wanted things, and felt things, and held opinions about things that had nothing to do with what anyone needed
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