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			This one is for my sister, Rachel: my I Got You Person since the late seventies and the person who taught me that it’s okay to choose ourselves

		

	
		
			
			
				Instructions for When You Feel Lonely

				Open the window and scream.

				When no one screams back

				don’t go See?

				as if silence is evidence

				that you are alone in the world.

				You can’t use that quiet as proof

				of your forsakenness.

				Look for evidence somewhere else.

				Carve your name with a tiny fork in a secret spot.

				Something to touch

				when you need to remember

				that you are here.

				Then, begin to sing and sing,

				until birds land on the sill and flowers begin to bloom,

				until your voice goes hoarse and you piss yourself with delight

				at how off-key you are, at made-up lyrics,

				at positively absolutely nothing at all,

				the best kind of delight.

				Then sing even louder,

				until someone sings back.

				And even then, don’t stop.

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Do It Before You Run Out of Light

			There’s an expression mistakenly attributed to John Lennon: Life is what happens when you are busy making other plans.[*1] Life happened while I was busy trying to write this book.

			Except, it didn’t just happen. It didn’t even blow up.

			My whole life blew up, I’d say, like it was some passive thing that I had no choice in.

			I blew it up, and despite what I initially believed (and what some other people told me) I neither wrecked nor destroyed my life.

			I expanded it.

			I’ve got to tell you, it can feel like the same thing.

			

			—

			You get to have this is a thing I now say pretty regularly. I believe it, too. But for most of my life, I did not believe I deserved anything.

			I did deserve some things, of course. Guilt, feeling bad, punishment, things being taken away from me, et cetera. But as far as love, joy, ease, contentment, or any kind of feeling good? Nope. Ever since I was eight years old, I’d held tight to the fact that I was a bad person. A monster, as it were.

			For reference, here’s how my monster got made: The last thing that my favorite person, my entire universe—my father—said to me was You’re being bad and making me not feel good.

			Then he dropped dead.

			I took on that badness as a permanent uniform. Starting that July, between the second and third grades, I imagined horns and fangs and scales when I looked in the mirror. I knew I had to pay for what I did, for the rest of my life.

			I eventually did take off that uniform of badness and accept all I’d denied myself, even when it felt like I was wearing someone else’s life without my old uniform on. I wasn’t.

			What I’m saying is that if I could do what I believed to be impossible, you can, too.

			Oh, and it isn’t impossible.
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			I unexpectedly bought a house, then left my husband. After I bought the house. Neither planned; both complicated. Equally as complicated and unplanned was my falling madly and unexpectedly in love with someone else, then becoming engaged to that person while still disentangling myself from my long and very precarious marriage, which included custody of our small child and, perhaps most damning—at least for a person in California who wants to exit a long marriage—my being the breadwinner.

			I started writing poetry again, then teaching poetry workshops to hundreds of people. I switched antidepressants, after years of taking Prozac, and became a prolific painter, despite not even being able to draw a stick figure. Then there was the incredible blow that was my mother’s new diagnosis: Alzheimer’s.

			It all happened while I was supposed to be working on this book.

			Some other awful s words of note in addition to supposed: should, shame, stupid, sorry.

			

			—

			When I first broke up my family unit, while it still felt as if I’d taken a wrecking ball to things rather than having created expansiveness, my old bad uniform unretired itself. I’d keep waking with the phrase should is an asshole[*2] on my tongue, as if my subconscious knew I needed it and had been trying to put the words back in me while I slept.

			Before bed I’d ruminate—do not do this, but if you insist on it, before bed is the absolute worst time to ruminate—on all my shoulds and should haves and should have nots.

			I’d mull over how I should be earning more money so I could afford to get legally divorced, how I should have known better than to think I deserved to be happy, and how I should have definitely not fallen in love at the same time I was exiting my marriage. This, as far as the Imaginary Time Gods (ITG) are concerned, is a huge no-no. The Imaginary Time Gods aren’t real, but this doesn’t stop most of us from adhering to their guidelines or listening to their drivel. We’ll discuss these bogus gods more in the coming pages.

			I’d try to swat it away like that mosquito who ignores everyone except me,[*3] and same as that damn mosquito, should is an asshole kept coming back until I paid attention to it.

			

			—

			
			It had been years since I’d waitressed at the Newsroom Café, the trendy West Hollywood restaurant where I’d for years served veggie burgers and watermelon margaritas to celebrities and Very Important Movie Producers. I fell in love with yoga and how much it helped with my depression, and, although begrudgingly at first, I became a yoga teacher. Begrudgingly because, although I loved how it felt to practice yoga, I had no desire to become an instructor. Until finally (also begrudgingly, but ultimately thankfully) I went on antidepressants and was able to see how teaching could be possibly an exit route out of the Newsroom.

			It was. I used yoga as a way out of my dirty, ketchup-stained apron for good by mixing the only things (I thought) I knew how to do and creating a kind of weird stew of yoga, writing, sharing, and listening. That weird stew grew; it simmered and became workshops I traveled the world with.

			I started giving keynote speeches, where I’d use my beloved sticky notes in lieu of PowerPoint presentations and wear whatever I felt like wearing onstage.

			I gave talks on authenticity and connection, on how we’re all recovering from something, on invisible disabilities and mental health, and on being human. In other words, I gave speeches on making and being your own weird stew.

			My weird stew workshops were unique each time, but they remained constant in their focus on paying attention to your feelings, needs, and wants, as well as finding the voice to express those feelings, needs, and wants. The whole time that I was leading these sold-out workshops—I was excellent at tending to other people’s hearts—I in no way was in touch with my own feelings, needs, wants, or heart. The shoemaker’s son always goes barefoot. It was something like that.

			In the lead-up to the eruption of my life, everything seemed fine. On the face of things, at least. Which is like saying But you seem so happy on social media.

			If we want to transform anything, it is essential to go beyond the face of things or how they seem to appear. Especially with regard to ourselves.

			We can’t stop at the surface if we want to unearth or explore anything. How would we be able to grow or expand if we did? How can there ever be a shot at challenging our thoughts and beliefs, or the Bullshit Stories we’ve held on to, if we are not willing to look deeper?

			I was willing. I went subterranean deep by allowing for change in my life, despite a lifetime of unequivocally believing that change equals death. It is not an exaggeration to say I would have done anything to avoid it. At all costs.

			I left the little apartment I had lived in for twenty years, and with some real nerve (which I inherited from my mother), I bought my first home on a freakish whim. After decades of being emotionally constipated and not being able to cry or access how I felt, I began to feel my feelings again, as well as rediscover my sexuality after I left my marriage. I was wildly alive for the first time ever.

			And, as is often the case, I was simultaneously wildly sad.

			Grief was right there next to joy. A mourning in conjunction with excitement. Anguish pressed up and into elation. The bliss of new love and feeling my feelings again and the incredible bursts of creativity I was experiencing were side by side with the ache of my mother’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis, facing the terror of the unknown, and the guilt over breaking apart the little family I’d built. And this was just the tip of the lifeberg.[*4]

			At the end of that upheaval of a year, I looked around and couldn’t find anything to show for it all, except the infinite paintings I’d done in lieu of literally anything else.

			I hadn’t done the next big thing, whatever those words I kept scolding myself with even meant. I hadn’t even done the next little thing. I canceled retreats when it felt like too much was on my plate; I lost my income; I didn’t file my taxes; I didn’t start paying back a loan I’d taken out during the pandemic. I was still living with my husband in the exact dynamic we were in before I’d left him. I hadn’t even properly filed for divorce.

			I panicked. And not for the first time in my life, I asked myself What have you done?

			You have done love. My own words came back at me, like they were taunting me for memeing them to death.

			I’d forgotten something I naively didn’t know could be forgotten. I’m hell-bent on not doing that again, which is why I repeat May I remember so frequently.

			See, I didn’t need any verification showing that I’d spent the year being productive so I’d be permitted to continue existing in the world.

			What I’d forgotten was that we do not need to prove to anyone that we matter.

			We need no proof to show that we’re worthy. Ever.

			

			—

			
			You existing as you want to exist is not selfish. Honoring your authenticity is not showing off, as the patriarchy (and, at times, our Inner Assholes) would have us believe.

			I ended that internal strife when I gave myself—because no one else could give it to me—permission to live a life in which I feel fully alive.

			Will you do the same?
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			Recently, I curled up next to my lover—a word that makes me squirm, yet no other feels germane. He was fast asleep and I put my hand on his chest, slid my fingers into the slots between his shirt buttons, touched his chest hair. Listening to this man I love snore is one of my great pleasures. Knowing he’s lying there next to me, holding on to my arm that’s draped across his body, and the comfort all of that brings.

			What an important task: knowing what brings us comfort. We all get to have comfort, to experience that exhale feeling of relief.

			In one of my workshops called “Shame Loss,” someone said she was taught that you show people you love them by putting all your needs and wants aside.

			How many of us were also taught this? How were you taught to show love? What about receiving it? How do we show ourselves? How do you show yourself love?

			Until pretty recently, I would have stared blankly had you asked me that last one. I got nothin’, I’d have said in response to How do you show yourself love?

			I learned that, contrary to my Inner Asshole’s faux wisdom, loving our own selves is not impractical or far-fetched, nor is it out of the realm of what is possible.

			You show yourself love by not putting aside your needs and wants. Simple, and not always easy.

			If We Dissect It, Can We Learn from Our Past?

			What do we do when our lives come—or fall—apart? Do we crawl on the floor to get a closer look at our past strewn all over the linoleum? A cadaver made of our memories.

			Do we search our catalog of mistakes—most of which turned out to be blessings—for data confirming that someone did this to us, instead of us having painfully cut the pieces from our own bodies? Will it give us insight if we follow the curves of our life and study them? Maybe. The kind of sight it definitely provides is what I am interested in: Heartsight.

			

			—

			Angel’s trumpets is a stunning, bell-looking flowering plant with a gorgeous scent. In fact, the one outside my office window intoxicates me so much that I’d follow it to the end of the earth and back, just to listen to anything it had to say. That’s what Heartsight is. The listening to our own selves in this way.
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			You can lessen your chances of hurt, shame, loss, and sorrow by not allowing love in or out. No one is going to stop you. Although I do imagine it’s a lonely way to go through life.

			It is impossible to protect yourself from everything. Unless you are dead.

			You are not dead.

			

			—

			You know it exists even though you may not have known what it was or had a word for it. We’ve all had it guide us in ways that bypass vision, logic, brain messaging, sense. Even when it steered us to a love that didn’t work out as we’d hoped, it was not wrong because love is never wasted.

			Heartsight is what allows you to remember your past aliveness, what it felt like to be awake and wide open. If you’ve never felt those things, it’s what allows you to imagine them. Even the feeling of being heartbroken is a kind of aliveness. The dead don’t have broken hearts, after all.

			Heartsight will bring you back to life.

			Recently, I misheard my friend when she said the word realize. I heard re-alive. There’s nothing to study or obsess over with our Heartsight. It’s simply a remembering and what I’ve decided re-alive means.

			Heartsight is what allows you to re-alive.
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			So many seemingly impossible things were happening around me, yet I was trying to repudiate them as if they were not happening—the same way I saw others deny what was possible in their own lives, even as what they were denying was very obviously occurring. I became aware that I was doing the exact thing I’d witnessed folks do in my workshops. I was trying to negate what was right in front of me, just like I’d coached people to stop doing. (Hi, Pot. It’s me, Kettle.)

			I had no choice[*5] but to write about it if I wanted to work through it. I wrote to remind myself—as well as anyone who needed it—how easy it is to cling to old, familiar stories or live in denial, and certainly not because we need reminding how easy it is to fall back into old patterns. But because we do need reminders to use kid gloves on ourselves because of how easy it can be.

			I’d try to convince myself by emphatically saying things like This cannot really be happening because it is not permitted to be happening. You are not allowed to have this, so whatever it is that you think is occurring most certainly is not. Turn around and walk away and go back to your place. You know your place. This is not it.

			I clung to what I knew. Those old Bullshit Stories of You don’t get to have this and You are bad and do not deserve to feel good.

			I had to keep assuring myself that we can hold more than one thing at once. Even when what we are holding appears to be contradictory or paradoxical, and that we do not have to keep carrying old beliefs we decided on when we were younger.

			Writing this book demanded that I tell the truth[*6] to you, and to myself. The latter was hard and uncomfortable but ultimately the most generous thing I have ever done for myself.

			The following pages offer tools and support, not only to help you get to know yourself but also to fully be yourself. Unapologetically. I wrote them with great love, which I hope you feel as you read and that it settles into you like it belongs to you. Because it does. Love, I mean.

			May you be willing to let go of the belief that life is something to be tolerated and that choosing and being yourself is not permissible.

			No matter what you have been told, no matter what you think—you can’t believe everything you think anyway—you are deserving and worthy of the life you want. You are deserving and worthy. That’s the whole sentence. No qualifiers or exceptions come after. That’s it.
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			Maybe you’ve spent God knows how many years climbing the corporate ladder, just to realize that not only have you not climbed anywhere besides out of your overflowing inbox filled with Zoom invites, but also that you don’t want to spend another second climbing a hallucinatory ladder. Maybe you’ve stayed at a soul-sucking job but are too afraid to leave for all the reasons we are ever too afraid to leave. Maybe you’ve painstakingly admitted you are a writer at last and have begun your book. Maybe you’ve gone back to school at fifty or seventy or twenty-two. Maybe your beloved passed away, and the thought of even opening the cupboard and seeing their coffee mug brings you to your knees. Maybe you’re tired of being single and ready to break out the dating apps or sign up for a hip-hop class to meet people, even though dating apps scare you and you have two left feet. Maybe you’ve had your heart broken. Maybe you did the breaking, to save your own heart for once. Maybe you’ve just entered recovery and are navigating the world as a sober person, or maybe you’ve relapsed and are beginning again. Maybe you’re recovering from a heart attack or adjusting to life after a double mastectomy or some kind of cancer that kicked your ass. Maybe your best friend broke up with you for a reason you’ll never understand, even though you have tried very hard to. Maybe you ended a friendship because you finally get what boundaries mean despite growing up with nary a one. Maybe you are in the process of transitioning and using your beautiful new name out in the world. Maybe you lost a child, gave birth, became a solo parent, or took in your brother’s kids who were left orphans. Maybe your kids are out of the house and empty nester is your new moniker, which alternately makes you weep with missing them and has you jumping on the bed like a toddler, flinging yourself in the air with glee at the thought of your new freedom.

			

			—

			There are endless maybes of what may be going on in your life, but one thing is certain. This next phase is: The Era of You, and may this book be your companion as you enter it.

			

			—

			You absolutely and wholeheartedly get to choose yourself, even if others don’t approve. Even if others don’t choose you. Especially then, you must choose you.

			If you feel like I am speaking directly to you, it’s because I am. You can stop wondering if I found you out. Thankfully, I found me out, too.

			I am speaking into your soul with both a spotlight and a megaphone. Especially if you, too, walk around with a Bullshit Story that says you don’t get to have it. As far as it goes, it can be anything—love, ease, freedom, joy, leaving, a promotion, choosing you. And on and on.

			So many think they don’t get to rest, or feel guilty for it. They feel they need to constantly be producing, and that they must be able to show for what they produced.

			When my son, Charlie, was little, he asked me if the trees stay awake at night or if they sleep. My friend overheard his sweet and profound question. (She had just published her first book, at the age of sixty-five no less. Take that, idiotic Imaginary Time Gods!)

			She answered him.

			Charlie, dear, why they sleep, of course. Holding up the sky is very tiring.

			

			—

			We do get to rest. To just be. No caveats.

			The list of what we tell ourselves we don’t get to have is as endless as it is ridiculous.

			I am talking to you and to myself, without an intermediary.

			I see you, and I got you. And not just you either. After a lifetime, I finally got me, too.

			How to Use This Book

			This book contains parts of my story. Some I chose to keep just for me, which is something we all get to do. Also, it can never be the complete story because as long as we are living and breathing, our story is not finished. Sharing and listening to each other with compassion is one of the most fundamental tenets—and one of the greatest privileges—of being human.

			I invite you to consider, with as little judgment and shame as possible: What am I not allowing myself to have?

			This will lead to more questions. Questions like: What am I not allowing myself to say? To feel? What am I not allowing myself to do? Who am I not allowing myself to be? In what ways have I not allowed myself to truly know myself? In what ways am I hiding?

			

			—

			Before you end up in TLOO (or The Land of Overwhelm) from pondering answers that arise, from chastising yourself for so-called wasted time, or from going hoarse from telling yourself it’s too late, let me reiterate something: No matter what you’ve been led to believe, you are right on time. Anything that suggests otherwise is a flat-out Bullshit Story.

			It’s common to be uneasy when asking hard questions because of the fear of what we may find. If we choose to go deeper, we know we’ll have to ask ourselves Now what? If we don’t want to feel like a big fraud, we know we’ll have to take some kind of action, no matter how minuscule; therefore, we’ll often decide to stay superficial or barely scratch the surface to avoid that uncomfortableness. That’s what I did. For a very long time.

			It’s critical to face whatever arises with as much unflinching honesty as possible and, most important, not look away, like I did. For years, I stayed with easy questions, or asked none at all. I did little investigating, thereby allowing for complacency and what I perceived as safety.

			

			—

			Your discoveries might rattle you. They should. I hate the word should, but if what you find isn’t rattling you a little, you probably aren’t going deep enough with the snake[*7] to unclog the drain.

			They might make you go Holy mother of salt-and-vinegar chips, I am not allowing myself to have what I want. For the love of sleeping in, I don’t even allow myself to want, period. I don’t allow hunger. Desire? Well, who gets to have that? I’m not allowing myself to say that I need something different. I’m not allowing myself to leave, or to change. I’m not allowing myself to do what lights me up. I don’t even know what lights me up. Wait, I get to be lit up?

			I am not allowing myself to be my full, gloriously weird and magic self.[*8]

			

			—

			Let this book be like that friend who reminds you that you are lovable, when you need reminding.

			Let it be like that friend who needs no plan, who just shows up and sits there, or unpacks your boxes when you’re too depressed to get out of bed. The friend who understands you. The one you don’t have to use words with, who picks up the phone, who calls to tell you a funny story only you’d get. The one who doesn’t judge, who gives you space to be you, without pretense. The friend who brings out the best in you and who has your back, no matter what. The one who doesn’t leave, even when you swear No, really, I’m fine. They stay because they just know. Let it be like that friend who’s an I Got You Person.

			Being an I Got You Person is integral to everything I am and I don’t want you to be confused when I refer to I Got You People, so let me introduce that indispensable magic before we go any farther. There is more on them in depth in chapter seven, but briefly, here’s what it means:

			
					
					We remind each other when we forget that we always get to begin again.

				

					
					We help each other see what we can’t see for ourselves.

				

					
					We hold each other up when holding up is needed, even if the holdee is in denial and doesn’t believe they get to be held up.

				

					
					We show up.

				

					
					We say what is true, kind, and necessary.

				

					
					We are just there. We are here never even needs to be spoken.
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			What follows are questions, prompts, stories, memories, poems, exercises, and what I call daily practices. They are daily-ish for me, so I renamed them daily-ish practices, in the same vein as my yoga classes are yoga-ish. I am Jew-ish, rather than Jewish. Just like how I can be fearless-ish, but I am not fearless.

			The verb allow is one of the most important words of my life, so each chapter contains sections called ALLOW. These are designed as invitations for you to lovingly (and hopefully playfully) discover where you’ve been holding back or what you’ve been denying, and places for you to explore and to query include What am I allowing in? What am I not? and Am I willing?

			The idea of “simply allowing” may feel easier said than done. Except it’s not. You just have to get out of the way.

			How much of whatever you’re not allowing is courtesy of your Inner Assholes or one of Shame’s Minions? After that, ask yourself Now what?

			Then, begin the allowing.

			The exercises and prompts in the book are meant to orient you toward breath and a space of openness and reflection. They are all the things that worked in helping me to survive, and then to thrive, during the hardest time of my life.[*9]

			I call it all The School of Whatever Works, or TSOWW for short.

			To clarify, it was the hardest and the most beautiful time of my life. Life is never just one thing: There’s always a plot twist. Always an and.

			I’ve spent the past seventeen years leading workshops to tens of thousands people all over, which I’ve distilled into this book. Reading it will be like attending my workshop. You might cry and laugh and discover and get angry and feel seen and understood and have all sorts of surprising emotions and memories come up. Whether or not you have attended any of my events doesn’t matter either. (Although I would always love to hug you, so let’s try to make that happen?)

			This book offers you a way in—many ways in—to curate your own private workshop, which you’ll end up self-generating from intimately coexisting with this book, but it’ll be a different kind of ride than my other workshops. You can take this one with you wherever you go, like a pocket workshop ride that you can get on and off as you please and repeat as often as you want.

			Before you begin, I have an ask: Would you be willing to try your damnedest to commit to choosing curiosity over fear?

			Relentlessly practice this commitment. Especially when responding to an ALLOW section, even if shame tries to coerce you into a dark closet. Just be like Yo, I am not playing Spin the Bottle with you in the closet, Shame. I’m out here with Curiosity, who’s way more interesting and kind.[*10]

			If fear tells you it’s too scary to look inward, go buy it a cup of coffee, then go show it how it’s done. Like a boss.

			What happens when someone consistently denies to themselves who they really are or what they want? Life appears to just keep happening to them. Because they are not in the driver’s seat life takes the wheel, and they let it, not realizing they have a choice. They mistakenly think they have no agency, eventually giving up hope of going in a different direction. They then let everyone else decide who they are, what they want, and where they should be. They take what they can get, believing they don’t get to do, have, or be anything different.

			I wrote this book so that we remember. We might forget again. That’s okay, because we’re human. Check out this list of unassailable facts (although it took me decades to accept them), and tattoo in your brain the following: I can begin again.

			
					
					We all need help.

				

					
					No one can do it all alone.

				

					
					You get to feel your feelings; this will not kill you.

				

					
					Change also will not kill you, even though it may feel like that at times.

				

					
					Your people are there. Look for them. Find them. Stay open.

				

					
					It’s not too late. For anything. That’s the Imaginary Time Gods talking.

				

					
					It’s not pointless. And even if it is, so what? What’s so wrong with a circle?

				

					
					You get to have peace. It is your birthright (not stress, as some will have you believe).

				

					
					Rest is a nonnegotiable, and you no longer need to buy into the lie that it must be earned.

				

					
					Your want is enough. I want to is enough of a reason, and you owe no one any explanation.

				

			

			I was the only one who could give myself permission and yet I waited for it like I was at some bus stop, waiting for a bus called Permission.

			I kept waiting.

			The bus never came. (Because there was never any stinking bus.) I just forgot I was the one I’d been waiting for.

			I met legions of other people like me. Also on tenterhooks, seeking confirmation, validation, or any stamp of approval from outside themselves. There was no shortage of folks who also kept waiting for that stupid bus to let them on. I recognized those who were also spending their most precious resources, attention, and energy trying to prove they were worthy enough to have a life they loved. To add insult to injury, they were spending those resources on trying to prove it to only one person. Themselves.

			One of the unassailable facts I need to reiterate in case you skimmed over it: As long as you are breathing, you get to begin again.

			You’re not too late, too behind, too early, too fat, too old, or too stuck. You are not too anything. You do not have to procure proof that you are worthy, nor do you have to earn the right to rest or to be fully yourself.

			You do have to choose it. This means no more waiting for imaginary buses, or for anyone else to give you permission.

			This Is The Era of You

			You get to must become your own permission slip.

			I hope this book helps you locate, or create, the courage you need for that.

			

			—

			Will you write something down real quick?

			Side note: I am partial to sticky notes; they’re like my ride or dies. They’re all over my house, I use them in workshops and retreats, I put them in my son’s lunchbox as love notes, and they are my version of PowerPoint when I give keynotes. They’re cute and colorful, sure, but the best thing about them is that you can stick them anywhere. You can move them, stick them where the sun doesn’t shine, crumple them, or throw them away. They can serve as little reminders that nothing is permanent. Especially not stuckness.

			Like sticky notes, we, too, are malleable. We get to change and unstick ourselves from old stories and beliefs. (Obviously, we also get to be cute and colorful.)

			What I’m saying is: May we be more like sticky notes.

			Now, go grab a sticky note. (Or anything else will suffice if you don’t have any.) Write in big, bold letters. Put the note where you’ll see it frequently.

			Feel free to replace the we with an I. Whatever works.

			Our collective sticky note:

			
				We do not have to prove that we deserve to be wildly alive ever again.

				We do not need to crush what lights us up ever again.

				We do not have to try to talk ourselves out of feeling good ever again.

			
			Wait. One more:

			
				We are our own proof of life.

			
			
				Proof of Life

				I have nothing to show for it, my friend says like she’s dying

				and some estate agent needs evidence to show she had value.

				The listing invisible, the agent a pest, the whole thing: a scam.

				Still, she bows in shame, has nothing tangible to prove her worth.

				I tell her she doesn’t need to show shit, but she doesn’t buy it.

				Can you remember how someone you love smells after they’re gone?

				How happy you were that one summer?

				How pain eventually forgets how bad it hurts?

				I remind her it’s impossible to show what’s invisible.

				When we were young, it was called Show and Tell, I say to my friend

				who wishes she was young

				more than she wishes she wasn’t dying.

				There’s no “Tell” anymore. It’s just Show and Show.

				Show you’re relevant. Show you’re deserving. Show you matter.

				That these commands aren’t real

				is no deterrent to our obedience.

				No wonder we feel like we’re dying.

				I try and convince her it’s a sham,

				she tries to convince me that unless

				you can show proof that you matter, you don’t.

				I dump my purse’s contents.

				Guess I don’t matter, all I have is this.

				To show how I matter I hold up my proof:

				one expired license, a LEGO man, three nickels,

				dirt from the bottom of my bag that I tell her is holy,

				a lone hearing aid, used Band-Aid, Lexapro,

				a key I thought was lost that wasn’t.

			

			Glossary of Terms in 
Proof of Life

			
					
					Basement door (noun): A subdivision of The Land of Denial, this is the thing that blocks you from being able to clearly see what you have shoved down into the basement. It’s the barrier to being honest with yourself. If it swings open, it renders one unable to continue pretending.

				

					
					Beauty Hunting (verb): A spiritual practice, aka May I get my head out of my ass practice. As often as you can, look around for five beautiful things, then name them. Five is an accessible number, but you can choose any amount. The key to this mindfulness practice is to identify what is beautiful now—not yesterday, not tomorrow. This causes you to pay attention to now. It’ll also cause you to get your head out of your ass. (It works for me.)

				

					
					Bullshit Story (noun): Part of the whole being human thing. Things you believe to be true that are, in actuality, not true. Can be endlessly rewritten (and must be). Your I Got You People can help remind you that you are indeed fall-in-lovable and that you no longer have to carry your Bullshit Stories. Examples of Bullshit Stories include: I am unlovable; I am a bad person; I will never be or have enough. See also: I Got You People.

				

					
					Daily-ish practices (noun; may also be daily, sans -ish): Daily (or something like that) habits and practices that facilitate our being aligned with who we say we are or want to become—whatever that means for each of us personally.

				

					
					Doing Love (verb): There are infinite ways to say I love you. There are as many ways to be and to do love as there are stars. It’s choosing softness, being of service, acting with compassion and empathy, and choosing curiosity over fear.

				

					
					Fall-in-lovable (adjective): You. When you allow yourself to be fully seen as you are. Not only do you let someone in to see you, but you also see them back, fully, which makes you even more fall-in-lovable.

				

					
					Fearless-ish (adjective): Not to be without fear (unless they are a total psycho, everyone has some fear), but to be afraid and do it anyway. Or not. It’s acknowledging I am afraid, instead of pretending it’s not there.

				

					
					Heartsight (noun): A thing we all have but may have forsaken. It’s the part of us that just knows. The part of us that guides us toward love and reminds us that we are love. It brings you back to you. Always. Heartsight is the voice saying You are not lost. You are here. Listen to it. Like you’ve never listened before in your life.

				

					
					Here I am–ness (noun; may also be used as adjective): How you show up when you go Here I am! The sharing of yourself without dimming your light to fit in to someone else’s narrative of should. Should is an asshole, FYI.

				

					
					Human (adjective): The weird ways of people. Paradoxical, hypocritical, beautiful, messy, lovely, hideous, unpredictable, predictable, makers of mountains from molehills, brave, fearful, et al., ad infinitum. Too many to list.

				

					
					I Got You Effect or IGYE (noun): An example of cause and effect. Like the butterfly effect but without butterflies. Also, an example of Just Because It Feels Good.

				

					
					I Got You People (noun): A group of people who…

					
							
							Remind each other that we always get to begin again.

						

							
							Help each other see what we can’t see for ourselves.

						

							
							Hold each other up when holding up is needed, even if the holdee is in denial and doesn’t believe they get to be held up.

						

							
							Show up.

						

							
							Say what is true, kind, and necessary.

						

							
							Are just there. We are here never even needs to be spoken.

						

					


					
					Imaginary Time Gods or ITG (noun): A (not real) group of people/wannabe gods. Soul-crushing (nonexistent) entities that dictate when we should be doing what we do, by what age, and for how long. The ITG demand that we follow their clock, wait an appropriate amount of time between relationships, experience (and show) joy after someone we loved has died, change our minds, announce pregnancy or miscarriages, go to (and finish) schooling by a certain age, find a spouse/partner by a certain age, own a home by a certain age, produce things at regular intervals (it doesn’t matter what, as long as we are very busy being productive), prove we are relevant at regular intervals, listen to their lies about aging, and believe them when they tell us we are too late or too far behind.

				

					
					Inner Asshole or IA (noun): We all have one. It tries to keep us small, ultimately thinking it’s protecting us. Alas, it’s our job to not let this be the boss of us.

				

					
					Off the Hook Book (noun): Any kind of journal or notebook, on which you write Off the Hook Book on the front. Or the back. You get to let yourself off the hook for being human (even though it needs no off-the-hook-letting, which one day we will hopefully understand).

				

					
					Proof that you are worthy (noun): A person. You. Go look in the mirror. You are the proof.

				

					
					Shame’s Minions (noun): Any of Shame’s disguises that try to wreak havoc within.

				

					
					Shame Loss (noun): Actively choosing to put down shame that is no longer yours to carry, and perhaps never was, so that you may awaken the parts of yourself that were buried under it and reclaim any abandoned parts of you. The refusal to hide in shame, in this moment. Whatever you find that works to help name the shame, find community, and then alchemize it into something that opens you up instead of stifles you. This practice can shape-shift all the time. See also: The School of Whatever Works.

				

					
					Sorry Bank (noun): A place to deposit your five sorry dollars for an unnecessary sorry over something that in no way required a sorry.[*11] Do apologize when an apology is truly called for. The art of the apology is a beautiful thing.

				

					
					The Land of Denial or TLOD (noun; bad place): The place where we don’t notice things, even if they’re right in front of us or inside us.

				

					
					The School of Whatever Works or TSOWW (noun): Whatever you find in your life that works in helping you stay in alignment, feel good about yourself, be creative, expand, heal—you name it. As long as you are not intentionally harming yourself or another, anything goes.

				

					
					Them/they (noun): Group of (elusive) people. No one really knows who they are, in this context. They have a lot to say. And so many opinions. And they are everywhere, especially in our heads.

				

					
					There (noun): Elusive place where we think things will be better and where we will be happier. We never get there. If we do, we only realize it after we are no longer there anymore.

				

					
					This (noun; as in You get to have this): This can mean anything. Whatever you’ve denied yourself, or anything your IA told you that you did not get to have. Examples: I do not get to be happy; I do not get to rest; I do not get to leave; I do not get to feel good about myself. The this in each of those would be happiness, rest, leaving, and feeling good about yourself. You get to have those. They are your birthright. Your this is whatever your this is, and you get to have that, too.

				

					
					Weirdo (noun): Term of endearment, spoken lovingly. High praise. The highest. We are all weird unicorns.

				

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Allen Saunders is the author of the quote.

				

				
					*2 Should is an asshole, and that is a fact. Scientifically proven by me.

				

				
					*3 And no, I do not find the mosquito love flattering or cute when people say It’s because you’re so sweet. That is straight up mosquito bypassing.

				

				
					*4 Iceberg + life = lifeberg. (I feel it’s also probably the last name of someone in my family.)

				

				
					*5 I did have other choices. We always do. I could have gone back to sleep, the way I had been for a long time. This was the only time it felt like there was no other choice though.

				

				
					*6 By truth, I mean my truth because, look, you can ask both my sister and me what happened in our childhood and we will have different stories, as if neither of us was really there and yet both of us were there, at the same time.

				

				
					*7 I know diddly squat about plumbing, but apparently a drain snake is the answer to resolving quite a lot of issues. Consider that we all have plumbing issues, and I am not just talking constipation (raises hand) but rather the upkeep of our fantastically intricate human machinelike selves.

				

				
					*8 Of course, your answers will be different because all of our personal details vary, but the gist is the same, in that so many of us have not allowed ourselves to just be ourselves, without apology, simply because we didn’t believe we got to.

				

				
					*9 The hardest time I have ever gone through besides my dad dying when I was eight years old, which I don’t know if I even remember anymore or have just talked and written about it so much that I think I do. Memory is quite a thing, isn’t it?

				

				
					*10 Remember that if you apologize to Shame, you’ll owe five bucks to the Sorry Bank.

				

				
					*11 This may feel hard for you to discern at first. Does this require a sorry? Does this? And this? Eventually it will become easy like Sunday morning to know when an apology is actually what needs to be said, rather than Thank you or No or I’m crying and my snot is dripping down my chin—do you happen to have a tissue? or May I have more salad dressing?

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			You Get to Have This

			There I was. Saying one thing and living another. Trudging through my days, Bullshit Stories tethered tightly to me. The ones that said I had nothing to show for myself or my life, that I did not deserve love, and that I certainly did not get to be happy. I was in my forties and still trying to convince the world (the world meaning only myself) that I was not bad, and the world (meaning only myself) was not having any of it. Not be convinced, I let myself stay shackled to those stories and took whatever I could beg, borrow, or steal.

			Who was I to ask for—or even want—anything different?

			The School of the Seven Bells

			I was almost pickpocketed. Twice. First in Rome and then again in Paris. Almost, because neither of my pickpockets were very good thieves.

			There used to be a school for pickpockets. The School of the Seven Bells is said to be based in Colombia. There are exams, it being a school and all. One test required the hopeful pickpocket to try to pickpocket the teacher, whose suit pockets had seven hidden bells sewn inside. The goal was to pick the mark clean without ringing any of the bells.

			

			—

			Do you ever think about what you have taken? Beliefs that you took to be true when they weren’t? Shame that wasn’t yours? What about mediocrity, misery, and even abuse because you believed it was all you deserved?

			I find old notes in handwriting that is no longer mine, written in the margins of poems I wrote decades ago. My handwriting has gotten illegible over time. The letters run into each other as if they don’t know where they end and the next begins. I have forgotten how to do this basic thing. Now dot the i, cross the t, and let your fingers find the rhythm.

			If, like me, you (mostly) don’t listen to yourself (except when you’re being hard on yourself), if you listen better and pay more attention when someone else says something, let me be that someone else saying something. What I am saying is: You get to have this. You don’t have to beg, or borrow, or steal. You get to have this (whatever your this is).

			

			—

			The most memorable time I was almost pickpocketed was in Paris. By the Seine, I scooped down to pick up a ring glimmering in the sun, even though it was hideous. It was a huge ring, and with my unusually small (but wide) hands, it looked almost as big as my whole hand, like I had a third hand, just filthy and more copper-toned. I don’t even like copper, but I was thrilled at my luck of finding something. It didn’t matter what. I had that rush of excitement we can get when we find something, as if suddenly anything might be possible.

			If I found this, what else can I find? inevitably bubbles up, however briefly, before
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			But Mommy, We Can’t Be Two Things at Once

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Doing It Anyway
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			In Praise of the Ordinary
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				ALLOW

				Ask Yourself

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Write Yourself a Letter

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			
			
				Changing Lanes
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