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            You cannot carry a light you have not first let burn in you. So light your candle, sister — then walk into the dark, and watch it fill with flame.
— Selina KY
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For my daughters,
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May you never have to be taught what you are worth. Light your own candles, my loves — and never let anyone tell you the flame is too bright.

✦

✦

You anoint my head with oil;

My cup runs over.

— Psalm 23:5
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This book did not come from nowhere. It grew out of years of listening, reflecting, and being shaped by voices braver and wiser than my own.

I owe a particular debt to the blogger known as ThoseCalledCelebs. Her constant, fearless advice to women on her page set a path before me and stirred the deeper reflection out of which so much of this writing grew. Her words gave language to things I had carried, unspoken, for a very long time.

To my husband, Jude — thank you for always pushing me to become the very best of myself and for never being threatened by the height of my candle. So much of what these pages call for, you have already lived, towards me. You are proof that the love I describe in this book is real.

And above all, to God, who calls me daughter and who lit the first flame.

— Selina

Introduction

Before You Light Another’s Candle

Sister,

If you have ever given until there was nothing left of you — if you have ever poured out your money, your strength, your prayers and your peace into someone, only to look up one day and find them gone, upgraded, ungrateful, or treating you as though you were beneath them — then this book was written for you.

I did not learn these things in a classroom. I learned them in the slow, quiet way most women learn anything that matters: through giving too much, breaking a little, and watching people I loved forget every sacrifice I ever made for them. I have sat with the question that maybe brought you here too. Why is it that the kindest women are so often the most taken for granted? Why do we put down our own dreams to lift others, only to watch them live happily while we stand among the pieces of the life we set aside?

For a long time I thought the answer was to love less. It is not. The answer is to love yourself first — not instead of others, but so that there is finally something real and full to give them.


“Pour out your heart like water before the face of the Lord.”  — Lamentations 2:19


This is a book about a candle. You cannot light another person’s candle with a flame you do not have. You cannot pour from a cup that is empty. And so, before we talk about anyone else — the partner, the friend, the family that shares your womb but not your corner — we are going to talk about you. Your flame. Your cup. Your worth, which God settled long before any man, job, or relative ever weighed in on it.

I write as a Christian woman, and you will find God on nearly every page, because He is on nearly every page of my life. I write as an African woman, a daughter of two homes, and so you will hear my mother tongue slip in now and then — a proverb to open each chapter, a phrase here and there — because some truths only sit right when they are said the way our grandmothers said them. Where the Akan runs deep, I will hold your hand and tell you what it means. And I write to my sistren: the called-out ones, the sisters ready to stop apologising for protecting their peace.

Each chapter ends the way I have learned to end every hard season — with a moment to reflect, and a short prayer. Take them slowly. This is not a book to rush. It is a book to light yourself by.

With love and a lit candle,

Selina

The Map

The Shape of the Book

Five parts, seventeen chapters, one flame. Here is where we are going.

Part One
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1. Light Your Candle Before You Light Another’s  Develop yourself first; helping later is still love.

2. Put On Your Own Oxygen Mask First  Why self-care is not selfishness.

3. You Cannot Pour From an Empty Cup  Build the capacity before you give it away.

Part Two
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