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Foreword

			More than fifty years ago, in the early days of my feminism, it was a great revelation to me that I could have a self. I had been raised Roman Catholic and taught that the greatest virtue, particularly for women, was a selfless devotion to husband and family. Selfless: it was against the rules for me to even have a self, much less care about my self, and it was definitely not about me seeking my own destiny. I am forever grateful to my young, rebellious spirit for pronouncing a decided “No!” to everybody else’s ideas about who I should or could be and charging forward to clear my own way toward discovering my self and learning to love her.

			It was a pretty stormy voyage of discovery. I had fought my way out of a physically violent relationship, six months pregnant with ten bucks in my pocket. Everything I am today started in those difficult and joyous days. It wasn’t that hard having next to no money—it was easier being poor back then: we always had a roof over our heads, good food to eat, and quite nice clothes from the thrift stores. I gathered community around me in the form of other post-Summer-of-Love single moms and had lots of support, love, noisy kids, and wonderful lentil stews for thrift-store-costumed dinners. “It’s Edwardian for dinner tonight!” I would sing up the stairs, and we’d all get into our falling-apart silks and corsets and celebrate beauty in our very own ways. I am deeply grateful for all the housemates, mothers, and kids I lived with communally in the first five years of my daughter’s life.

			Revelation number two: I didn’t have to find a husband to lead a happy and secure life. I had been a young adult in New York City before I came out to San Francisco in the Great Migration of 1967. Back east, back then, a woman’s status and thus my status was determined by the status of my male partner, not by my own achievements or any intrinsic value. I vowed to discover a sense of security inside myself that I owned and operated. To that end, I decided to remain unpartnered for at least five years, to find out who I was when I wasn’t struggling to become somebody’s wife. I also vowed never to be monogamous again, which is how I wound up almost thirty years later creating, with my beloved co-author Janet Hardy, The Ethical Slut: A Practical Guide to Polyamory, Open Relationships, and Other Freedoms in Sex and Love. I still keep these vows.

			In the early seventies, following the work of Masters and Johnson, there was a lot of exploration into what healthy and rewarding sex would look like, and how we would get there. Sexual “problems” were studied, and it was learned that most were not the result of deep psychological disturbance (often not seen in any other part of a person’s life) but rather from lack of permission, approval, and opportunities to learn. One interesting truth emerged: one place you could always practice expanding your sexual abilities was when you were having sex with yourself. Right, masturbation. Once we accepted that sex with ourselves was healthy and normal and morally just fine, thank you, the possibilities of practicing new sexual delights in the privacy of our own bedrooms or bathtubs offered a rich field for learning how to have happy, satisfying, and even loving sex. With yourself. For me, that meant no more “Some day my prince will come and so will I.” (I owe that quote to an unknown sex therapist from the 1970s. If that’s you, please email me. I would love to connect with you and cite you properly.)

			It was a new world. I had struggled with orgasms in sex with partners, men and women, non-binary and trans, with only occasional success. Now I owned my orgasms, and I got to choose to share them with my partners! It was a very new world. Eventually I realized that sexuality was my path, that I would do whatever I could to heal the old wounds and share discoveries of new pathways toward being a strong and independent person with a lot of love to share, with myself and with a lot of other lovely people. I shared my discoveries with everybody who wanted to listen, which has led to a marvelous life that I get to share with friends and lovers and co-parents and, indeed, my wonderful co-author. We have five books in print together, and I have been blessed to be able to share my hard-won independence with the world and get love back for it.

			Now Lee Harrington has given us a book about their journey to their own personal and rewarding truths, with lots of ideas and practices about how anyone wanting to make changes in their lives, in the direction of developing a strong and supportive relationship with their own sweet Selves, can learn to do so. This is true whether you are on the early steps toward liking yourself, or you are ready to dress in your Saturday night best, take yourself out to a fine dinner, and come home to have wild passionate sex with yourself. Lee’s exploration of self-learning and self-loving becomes a tool that, like my own journey with self-connection, can help you find the core of who your Self is.

			So read on, Gentle Reader, and I hope you find ideas and practices you can use to discover and explore and strengthen your relationship with yourself. Here’s one hint from me: if you seek compassion in your life, and ways to open your heart to others, start by opening your heart to yourself. This may feel scary, it may indeed be scary, but the practice of self-love, self-acceptance, self-support, and self-compassion can heal a lot of old wounds and lead to wonderful freedoms in life.

			Lee says: “You deserve love and care, affection, and attention. Love is there, in your being, waiting to be expressed by you, for you. Let’s start the conversation, and meet your journey-mate, your partner, your beloved.” Let this book show you how to discover yourself in all the facets of your brilliant diamond being.

			So read on, Dear Friends. This book is for you.

			 

			Dossie Easton

			Marriage and family therapist

			Coauthor with Janet W. Hardy of The Ethical Slut

			Written in the mountains north of San Francisco





Introduction

			A Long, Strange Partnership

			I’ve known my partner for a long time.

			I’ve known them since they were born, perhaps before. I was there when they scraped their knee for the first time and when they had their first kiss. I laughed out loud when they listened to hilarious jokes and curled up like a ball when heartbreak came. My heart swelled with pride when they got great grades against all odds, and I took long walks with them when they needed to think. Heartache, colds, fears, joy, delight, loss, delicious meals, perfect sunsets—I’ve been there for it all.

			My partner, my beloved, myself.

			We have each known ourselves our whole life, but many of us don’t really have an awareness of who we are. At the core—our Self. The Self, in the context of this work, is the many faces of who we are. It includes the longings we have that are often unconscious thanks to a culture that has given us an unhealthy relationship with our bodies, our desires, and our authentic experiences in this world. The Self is who we are when we peel back our assigned identities from the world around us and find who we are inside.
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			My own path toward becoming my own beloved has taken me on a journey to meet myself, greet myself, and form a deep relationship with myself. It took me a long way to get there, and I get to know myself more all the time. Why is this so important? Because there have been large swathes of my life when I didn’t know myself and, more than that, didn’t like myself. Both things led me to make choices I might not have otherwise, many of them toxic choices. Both also took away chances to be fully present with the beautiful being I have come to learn that I am.

			So many of us spend more time getting to know other people and their desires than we do getting to know ourselves. We say things to ourselves that we would never let another person say to us. We treat our bodies in ways that we’d never treat anyone else. Why? Because when we don’t know someone, even if that someone is ourselves, it’s easier to ignore their needs, wants, dreams, and desires. It is time that each of us got to know our Self.

			Amid a deep emotional journey, I came to realize that I didn’t really know me. Parts of what I did know, I didn’t like. As with partnerships and friendships with others, I had a chance to expand through getting to know myself, even if this can take time.

			Whether I like it or not, I am with this person for life. This person called me. I wake up with them every morning, go to work with them, surf the internet with them, hang out with other friends or family with them, and go to sleep in their skin every night. It hit me that I couldn’t afford to dislike this stranger, because they would always be there. Always. I couldn’t run away from or avoid them. They were in the mirror every time I brushed my teeth. Eventually I would have to talk with them.

			So, the process began with conversations, and then going out for dates. Yes, dates. Instead of saying I’d see that movie when it came out online because no one else wanted to go with me, I empowered myself to take me out, complete with popcorn, because I deserve to be spoiled as much as anyone else. I took tables for one at my favorite restaurants, not because no one wanted to go with me, but because I enjoy good food. Because it was time with me.

			The concept of being my own beloved came from a friend who had married themself. They had made a deep vow to care for themself, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. It was profound and felt right. I realized how many people I’d put before me, how many relationships I’d clung to because we live in a culture that says someone else completes us.

			Our meta-culture, the unconscious reality that surrounds us and that we rarely notice, is obsessed with people being in relationships. It is a Cult of the Couple. This cult has devout worshippers who fall upon the sword of their own delight to follow the tenets of that cult. The Cult of the Couple says that we are incomplete without another person. It says this person is not just our other half, but in some sects, that they are our better half.

			We live in a culture that says we as individuals are not enough. We need the other half to be whole. Not just that, but those who are in this unconscious cultural cult feel profound pity for those without a partner. “Someday you’ll find the right person.” “They’ll come around eventually.” “It’s a shame; you two were so great together.” “Oh, poor thing, you must be so lonely.”

			There is a difference between being alone and being lonely. I know a great number of people who have romantic or life partners but feel very lonely, even when that other person is around. Beyond this, the story that we must be coupled to have value even stops some individuals from leaving unhealthy or abusive partnerships. Telling people that you are sorry to hear they got divorced disempowers people who finally left an abuser or a situation where they were profoundly unhappy.
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			People who consciously choose to not be partnered are embracing a truly alternative relationship structure. They are the ones who have the courage to say that they are enough, that they love themselves, that they choose to be fully present with themselves and all that they are.

			This book is not here to advocate for people not to be in relationships with others. Not at all. In fact, there is a chapter on exactly that topic, as well as a chapter about how our health and well-being is embedded in community health and well-being. This book and its practices are about the process of loving yourself—getting to know yourself, connecting with yourself, and loving yourself. By doing so, we learn the skills to make a conscious choice around how we know, connect with, and love others.

			As human beings, we do not exist in a void, and this book does not aim to show otherwise. We can explore these skills and experiments while partnered with others, because for some of us, having the support of other people can help us have the confidence to build a relationship with ourselves. This book is not explicitly for single, partnered, or multi-partnered individuals. It is for people. People like you.

			Some will look at this project and see it as a profound experiment in narcissism. Others may be concerned that the externalizing language that encourages inward reflection is a form of psychological dissociation. My hope is that the language used is simply a way to understand the concept of self-knowledge and self-love, because so many of us have an awareness of how to get to know and love others. We are applying those concepts on ourselves, and the language in this text allows us to dig into that idea. If you experience schizophrenia, dissociative identity disorder, various other personality disorders, or struggle with boundaries around how to perceive your sense of identity, consider consulting with a helping professional before engaging with the exercises in this book.

			Various self-help gurus make glib statements that you need to “learn to like you” and “be your own best friend.” But just like saying people should learn to communicate, it’s rarely explained how to do so. You know what? Learning to like you can be harder than it sounds. It was for me at least. After years of conscious self-exploration, I’m still figuring out the shape of this internal friendship every day.

			 

			
			On my own path in self-love, self-delight, and conscious self-exploration, I made the decision to marry myself, just as my friend had. Part profound act of self-love, part wound-healing, part spiritual journey, part performance art—I bought myself an engagement ring. I had five one-word vows I wanted to share with myself when I eventually got married engraved on the inside of it.

			It sat on my desk for months.

			Why? I was convinced that I might say no. It was an existential crisis of self-love. I knew that there were parts of me that weren’t ready for that leap. Rationally I know I was already “death do us part” with myself, but having a commitment to me was too much. It was too scary.

			Eventually I popped the question on a pier just beyond the Mahatma Gandhi statue in San Francisco. When I got married, I took myself out into the woods alone at an outdoor event that people I cared about were also attending. I had a mirror in hand and said my vows to the reflection before me. Back with the group, I ate cake with all my friends.

			Being married to myself hasn’t been easy. I’ve been married to me for years, and I still struggle with having a spouse who says cruel things to me or who wants to run away from time to time. I dance with others, knowing that this internal love so deeply fuels my love with the other people in my life, but I still realize I need to take time to self-connect. I forget sometimes and wonder why I feel so burnt out. It’s because my partner, myself, needs me.

			

			 

			Loving yourself does not mean you cannot love others, or that you need to isolate away from the world. However, if you consciously choose to give yourself space away from the world, that is your prerogative. I have no interest in holding you back from your authentic Self, whatever that looks like. After all, this world needs a revolution and evolution of authenticity.

			Authenticity helps us choose what is best for us, in each moment, at our core, to help us be healthy, happy, and whole. Coming from a place of authenticity, we become empowered to meet others at every level in our lives as powerful beings whole and unto ourselves. We come to see them as whole and unto themselves as well. This may seem easy enough, but authenticity can be a complex topic, and is explored throughout the book, especially in chapter 9. Instead of coming from a place of desperation to friendships and relationships, in coming from a place of authenticity, we see another person’s authenticity and want to connect—whole being to whole being. We come not to “fall” in love, losing our balance, but to “rise” in love.

			Finding ourselves is an ongoing process. After all, each of us evolves, every day. We learn new things, acquire new scars (both physical and otherwise), find new passions, and embrace new joys. We have a chance to keep meeting ourselves anew. That is the beauty of this work. It is the opportunity to keep saying hello to the person we see each day in the mirror.

			Each chapter in this book features an exercise at the end to help you on your quest. Each of these exercises provides tools for the adventure. Some will call to you, and others may not. Each exercise also features adaptations for people with different life realities or disabilities, so please look after each exercise in case the adaptations work better for you.
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			Some of the concepts and exercises in this book will be easy for you, and others might be a struggle. That is not just okay; it is normal. In doing the work in this book, some practices that I thought would be simple turned out to be difficult, and ones I expected to push me were a breeze. I keep surprising myself.

			There are multiple ways to navigate this text:

			•Read the text from start to end as a collection of thoughts, to be inspired and add new ideas to your journey.

			•Read the text, and then go back and do the exercises in order, to have the overarching concepts in hand before diving in.

			•Read one chapter at a time, and then do each exercise before moving forward, to have the exercises build on each other.

			•Flip through the table of contents and read just the chapters that call to you.

			There is no “right” way to explore this text…because this is your journey. There will be some that will inspire you, and others you will want to disengage from. The exercises range in length from five minutes to a month in length, so skipping some for time or partially doing them may be more accessible for individuals with busy schedules. Undoubtedly, along your path, you will find your own exercises, experiments, bumps, lessons, and projects to undertake. Fantastic! That means that you are doing the work. You are learning more about yourself.

			Mine is just one journey. Yours lies ahead.

			It is time to find and connect more deeply with your partner, your beloved, yourself.

			 

			Yours in Passion and Soul,

			Lee Harrington

			March 2023

			Denver, Colorado





Chapter 1

			Hello, Old Friend: 
Meeting Yourself Anew

			When we meet someone new in our lives, we tend to ask questions. What is your name? What are your hobbies? Where do you work? Who do you live with? Do you have kids?

			Through simple questions, we start exploring the person before us. We assess if we have things in common with them and if we have similar perspectives on life. Through their answers, we see if we share political or religious beliefs, and whether we are likely to get along.
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			With those we haven’t seen in a while, we tend to ask for a life update. How has it been going? Where are you living nowadays? What have you been up to recently? What are you currently excited about? Do you have any upcoming plans?

			These questions create a chance to fill in the gaps of our knowledge concerning that individual. We find the stepping stones upon which further conversations can take place. They create portals with which to explore their life, gateways into their current state of mind for potential connection.

			Projecting on Others and Ourselves

			What we usually don’t notice is that when we meet someone, we are rarely meeting them. We are encountering a blank screen upon which we are placing our own projections. If they tell us they are a nurse, we project all our internal stories and history concerning what a nurse is. If they are wearing a tee shirt with a specific sports team on it, we construct a myth about them based on that shirt that may have no relevance to who they are.
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Stop acting so small

You are the universe in ecstatic motion. —Ruw
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