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For Charlie.

The rest of the books will be for the kids.

This one is for you.






Dear Reader,

As I share my journey of embracing nourishing self-care, I want to be sensitive toward the social dynamics at play. Conversations surrounding self-care cannot be divorced from the broader structures of rampant consumerism, patriarchy, ableism, and prejudice that shape our society. These systems profoundly influence our understanding of self-care, and it is crucial that we confront their impact head-on.

Self-care, in its truest form, should be inclusive and accessible to all. But this is an ideal—an ideal that has not yet been realized. Self-care, in many ways, remains a privilege rather than a right. It is mostly accessible only to those who have material wealth and resources, who are physically and mentally healthy, and who have an abundance of our most limited human resource: time. Sadly, much of the self-care culture we see in media and online depicts a kind of leisure-class privilege that is simply unreachable by the majority of us. By acknowledging this, we take the first step toward dismantling these structures and working toward a more equitable understanding and practice of self-care.

This book pushes against toxic, consumeristic self-care culture that avails itself primarily to the most privileged among us. It emphasizes the kind of real self-care that is accessible to us all because it exists within us all. However, it’s important to address up front that when it comes to the intersection of self-care and systems of oppression, my perspective is inherently limited. As a woman, I have firsthand experience of how consumerism, sexism, and misogyny constrain our ability to engage in true self-care. I address many of those constraints head-on in this book. But as an able-bodied white woman with a certain degree of class privilege, I have not lived the experiences necessary to fully comprehend the nuances and depths of how racial issues, poverty, disability, and other challenges may impact self-care. Although I have made every effort to present self-care in a way that is accessible to all, my insights inevitably have been filtered through my own lived experiences and reflect my lack of perspective on how self-care is experienced and expressed in communities outside my own.

I invite you to approach this book as a starting point, as an invitation to delve deeper into the complexities of self-care. Engage critically, challenge existing narratives, and actively seek out diverse perspectives. By doing so, we can collectively foster a more inclusive, intersectional, and compassionate understanding of self-care that recognizes and confronts the systems that perpetuate inequality.

—Amber






Preface

We all know the feeling. Hunger strikes at precisely the wrong time, and you have no choice but to do something about it. You’re exhausted, grouchy, and in a hurry, and the thought of preparing a nutritious snack sounds like more trouble than it’s worth. So, you take the easy route and dig a grease-covered bag of potato chips out of the pantry instead. You rip open the bag and before you know it, your desire for another handful of savory goodness leaves you with only the crumbly bits at the bottom of the bag.

You look at your salt- and oil-covered fingertips—evidence that you did, in fact, just eat—and can’t understand why you don’t feel full. You consider grabbing another snack, but after tallying up the calories you just inhaled, you think better of it. Besides, break’s over anyway. The things that keep you overworked and underwhelmed still need to be done. Maybe next time, you think. Next time, you’ll eat something that satisfies.

A woman’s life is filled with these potato chip moments. We have cravings that need to be satisfied, but satisfaction feels too far away to grasp. We hunger for self-care. We thirst for alone time, taking on new hobbies, and learning new things. We wonder if it’s time to do something about our mental health. But life is busy with many demands, and who has time for self-care when so many other important things need to be done? We settle for the self-care equivalent of potato chips. We choose things that are quick and easy but that will not, and cannot, fulfill. As mothers, we count showers and trips to the grocery store as self-care and wonder why we still feel the constant urge to escape our kids. As working women, we take on more demands than we can handle and call it ambition, then we wonder why we’re burned out. As wives and partners, we settle for the bare minimum because “at least he doesn’t cheat” and wonder where our sex drive went. We settle for potato chips here and there and tell ourselves that it’s enough, but we never feel full.

Much of my time in therapy has focused on my tendency to fill up on the things that can’t nourish: people-pleasing, lacking healthy boundaries, making myself small so other people can feel big. These things are as temporarily satisfying, and vexingly useless, as potato chips. They are behaviors that feel like self-care because they elicit nice things like kindness, acceptance, and approval from others, but just like potato chips, they can’t really fulfill. The kindness they earn comes with strings attached; the acceptance and approval come with the condition that we keep sacrificing ourselves or be unceremoniously discarded. They keep us reaching desperately back into the bag for more, hoping to one day get full.

My therapist told me that these practices are like self-care potato chips, and I’ve thought of nothing else since. It’s hard to get full eating potato chips. You have to eat fistfuls of them to feel any measure of satisfaction. In the same way, self-care that doesn’t involve caring deeply and intimately about your essential self will never feel satisfying. When I finally understood this fundamental truth, it completely changed my relationship with self-care. I found real nourishment—the abiding kind that lasts. I found a well of joy that I didn’t know existed, and I learned to draw from it whenever I want. I am finally, and abundantly, full.

You can do the same. It takes some work, and some unlearning of the patriarchal garbage that has been dumped on us for far too long, but it can be done. All I ask of you is to put down the potato chips.

It sounds so easy. Yet, my own life has shown that it can be so frustratingly hard. How do we learn to reach for something more fulfilling when, since childhood, we have been told that potato chips are all we deserve? The training we receive as girls is so hard to shake. We spend our childhoods in a world that seems to adore and despise us at the same time. We see images of ourselves, half naked and tanned, everywhere we look. Perfect bodies. Perfect boyfriends. Perfect lives. We are told that all of this is attainable because being a woman is easy and beautiful. Just drink this calorie-free, fat-free, flavor-free tea and it can all be yours. Everything is in reach, provided that we reach for the right things. Reach for impractical underwear that digs into places it doesn’t belong? You’ve got it! Reach for a husband and two-and-a-half kids in whom you can invest all your divine, feminine, and finite energy while you slowly, invisibly disappear? Why, yes, my pretty. You can have that, too. You can have it all. The world at your perfectly manicured fingertips.

But try reaching for the things that the contemptible “they” say we shouldn’t, and watch how the world shrinks. We ask for things like a harassment-free workplace, and they call us uptight. We suggest that getting married and becoming stay-at-home moms might not be the right path for us, and they call us crazy cat ladies. And when we do choose marriage and motherhood but dare to suggest that those familial roles don’t fulfill our hungry and thirsty souls—that maybe a happy life requires something more—they slap labels on us like ungrateful wives. Shameful mothers. Godless feminists.

We live in a world that wasn’t designed with us in mind. Our place in society, and our contribution to it, was concocted mainly by men: white, Christian men, to be exact. Those men envisioned a world in which women were meant to serve, to be submissive to their husbands, devoted to their children, and eager to be meek, selfless, and charitable. We were told at the dinner table and from the pulpit that this is the life that good, godly women want for themselves. Women who wanted anything different were harlots, or maybe even witches.

That is not to say that women who want traditional, gender-based roles are bad. Some of the most important women in my life have wanted those things, and I love them for it.

My point is that I want more than that. I want to be selfish. I want to feel entitled to rest, to kick my feet up at the end of the day and not think about all the ways I could have done better. I want as much esteem and respect as a mediocre man without having to be ten times as good as him for people to think I deserve it. The world was just not made for women who want those things.

I do think that we have come a long way in changing the world for women like us—the women who hunger and thirst for more than what the world says should fill us up. We still have a long way to go, but I’m proud of what we have accomplished so far. That said, those of us who grew up in a world that told us not to reach may have a hard time remembering how it’s done.

I want this book to teach you how to reach again, how to reach for the things that satisfy you deep, deep down, not for the potato chips you’ve been told should be enough. You used to know how, before it was trained out of you. The little girl inside you still knows. We just have to make her feel safe enough to try.

To do that, we’re going to have to dig some truth trenches—some barriers that create space between ourselves and the lies that society loves to tell us. Building a truth trench is like digging a canal in the ground all the way around you. Inside this trench, you plant seeds of truth. These truths are deeply personal and will vary for everyone, but they consist of things like I am allowed to rest. I deserve to make my needs a priority. I cannot pour from an empty cup. With time, the truths in our truth trench begin to grow and form a barrier through which the lies of the world have to pass. Cleansed and refined by truth, the lies lose their power.

I want this book to be a truth trench. It will take time for you to learn how to plant your own truth trenches so, for now, I’d like to let you borrow mine. I’ve spent many hours in therapy building these trenches, these great, shimmering truths that have removed the shame and fear that stopped me from reaching.

I am a storyteller, a theater kid at heart, and telling stories is the best way I know how to make complex conversations accessible and relatable to everyone. So, you’re about to hear a lot of stories about my life. Things about my marriage, my kids, my job, my family dynamics, and my mental health. Each of these things—the beautiful, the sparkling, the sad, and the chaotic—has taught me something about what it means to reach—what it means to stop settling for potato chips—and to instead grasp for the things that truly fulfill.

Through these stories, you’ll learn that I am a woman filled with contradictions. I am a progressive feminist who hailed from a staunchly Christian, conservative family with whom I have a loving and fulfilling relationship. I’m a Christian myself, who holds on to my faith while being unapologetically outspoken about the harms of the American Christian church. I’m a bisexual woman in a committed heterosexual marriage, being essentially straight-passing while struggling to find my place in the LGBTQIA community. I am a neurotypical woman living in a household full of neurodiverse people, learning how different and yet how strikingly similar our brains are. I’m also a businesswoman with a doctorate degree who has deep-seated passion for my career, yet still clings to some traditional ideas about my role in my family.

Amid all these contradictions, I have learned how to maintain unity within myself and harmony with the people around me. And this is what I feel is the biggest truth trench of all: Self-care, in its proper context, flows outward. It starts from within and blossoms out to our romantic, familial, professional, and platonic relationships. It teaches us how to love ourselves well, and then it shows us how to maintain healthy relationships with the people we desire to keep in our lives, how to let go of the people we don’t, and how to know the difference between the two.

Throughout this book, I’m also going to share interesting principles and tidbits from cognitive psychology, my second love. Together, we are going to create truth trenches—ones that speak the truth about who you are as a person who has worth, who deserves to be full. We’re going to show that little girl deep inside that she can reach again. And this time, when she reaches, it won’t be for potato chips.
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SECTION I Breakfast in Bed: Self-Care in Marriage and Relationships







Chapter One Apartment(s)


Keys trembling in my hand, I stood at the threshold of my new apartment. Years spent white-knuckling my marriage had left me broken and exhausted, zapped of whatever fight I thought would get us through it. I couldn’t believe it had come to this.

My perfect, sparkling marriage of seven years had fallen apart. I had lost myself. And the dreams to which I had clung so tightly had slipped entirely through my fingers. I was miserable, my kids were miserable, and although my husband, Charlie, insisted that he was happy and wanted to try to fix our broken marriage, I could see that he was miserable, too.

There were many culprits in the demise of our marriage. There was the postpartum depression that never seemed to fully let go, even years after the kids were no longer babies. There was Charlie’s Crohn’s disease—a debilitating illness that had robbed him of his dignity and bodily autonomy. There was his dependence on the medications that kept the worst of his symptoms at bay but that also made him irritable, narcoleptic, and depressed.

We argued over money. We argued over the kids. We argued over the unfair division of labor and my resentment over being the default parent, the default household manager, the default wiper of butts and maker of meals.

We argued about sex. Charlie wondered why we didn’t do it as much as we used to, and I wondered where in the hell I was supposed to find my sex drive when I was drowning in a sea of chores, and kids, and struggling to invigorate my burgeoning business that was in its infancy and needed my constant attention.

Maybe it was buried somewhere in the mountain of dirty laundry piling up in our closet. Maybe if he would do a load of it himself, he would find my sex drive tucked away in there like money hidden among the pages of a long-forgotten book.

But he wouldn’t do that. So there it stayed.

These things take a toll, even in the strongest relationships.

Gradually, I watched the resentment build and our perfect marriage begin to crumble. We went through years of struggle and trauma and attempts to mend things that were far too broken. I was exhausted and just so damn angry. There was never any physical damage, but the mental, emotional, and spiritual damage that I’d sustained in that marriage had taken a significant toll on me. And to be honest, I think that’s all I want to say about that. Some things are just too hard to revisit, even after years of healing.

In November 2021, I told Charlie that I wanted a separation. My children were still so small, only five and three years old at the time. Even though we had tried to protect them from the worst of our deteriorating relationship, they knew things hadn’t been right in a very long time. They were smart and intuitive, even at their young age, and we could see that the knowledge of our constant fighting was weighing heavily on them. In the early years of our marriage, we had promised that we would stay together for the children no matter what. But making promises like that, as we learned, is easy when you haven’t seen how bad things can actually get. In an effort to protect our children from our own brokenness while we decided if our marriage was salvageable, we chose to live separately and split custody of the children equally. I would enjoy the kids for one week, then Charlie would enjoy them the next week, and this was how we would live until we decided to reconcile or divorce.

I told Charlie that I wanted to be the one to move out; our house just held too many difficult memories for me, and I didn’t believe I could heal while I was there. So, I set about the heartbreaking work of finding a place to do my healing away from the memories that haunted me.

A few weeks later, there I was. Standing outside my new apartment, breathless. Exhilarated to finally get to recover and heal. Grief-stricken by what I had to give up to do it.

I wasn’t sure what to expect, joy or despair, when I walked through that door for the first time. I guess the honest answer is that it was both—and neither—maybe the two mixed together and then diluted in a solution called fear of the unknown.

What I did know for certain as I looked around the barren, echoey living room that wouldn’t be filled with furniture until the next day was that life was about to be beautifully, if frightfully, different.

I had spent years living my life for my family. I was proud of that, happy that I had given all of myself to the people in my care. But the damage this had done to my essential self, to the me I had once loved and protected, was substantial. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to reconcile my marriage, or instead to learn how to be alone, but I did know that the only way to find out was to begin connecting with that self again, finding out what she needs in her innermost parts, and getting those things for her.

The first thing I did was begin reading. I devoured self-help books like they were my last meal. I read impressive women like Brené Brown and Glennon Doyle. I read ancient wisdom of the Dalai Lama and Jesus Christ. I found comfort in these faithful friends who told me every day that I was enough. I was capable of finding happiness for myself. I could create a life that brought joy. Satisfaction, even.

I journaled every day. I wrote down every sad, beautiful, and chaotic thought that came to my mind. I read my entries to my therapist each week, and we worked through them all.

On the weeks I didn’t have my kids, I devoted myself to doing things that made me happy. I taught myself how to bake. I had friends over for dinner and drinks. Strolled the aisles of Barnes and Noble for hours. Started going to the gym regularly. I enjoyed the very undervalued privilege of being able to come and go as I pleased with no one to answer to but myself. I had forgotten what a joy kidless grocery shopping could be.

For the first time since becoming a mom, I was beginning to feel like my old self again. And this got me wondering, When did I lose her? When did I forget how to make myself a priority in my own life?

When did the little girl inside stop reaching?

One night, while alone in my new apartment and pondering these things, something inside me that had been threatening to break for years finally splintered, then shattered. Then and there, I made a commitment to finding out where that girl went and how to bring her back. I wanted to live in a world that gave me all the things I needed and deserved, and maybe that had to begin with me. I decided I would take however long it took to figure out how to stand up for myself, to speak my needs. I would learn to stop shrinking and making myself small to make room for other people.

My weekly therapy sessions became less about reexamining the past and more about the practical matters of taking care of myself in the present. A word that came up in almost every session was freedom. As we dove deeper into that word, I found that it always seemed to produce the imagery of a bird in a cage.

“What do you think that symbolizes?” my therapist had asked.

“I am the bird,” I explained. “I love my life, but I never get to fly. I can see what’s out there beyond the cage. I just can’t get to it.”

He asked me a question that still haunts me. “Amber, is the cage locked? Or is it just closed?” He blinked, waiting for me to comprehend. “What I mean to say is, maybe if you would dare to push on the door a bit, you’d find that the only one keeping you in there is you.”

What if the cage was a trap of my own making, forged by people-pleasing and self-neglect? A trap made by me that other people had learned to use to their own advantage? What if self-care meant pushing the door open and insisting on being free? Freedom would come from stepping into my power and, for the first time in years, putting myself first.

I started small, making myself a priority in the low-stakes areas of my life. Then, with practice, I worked my way up to the stuff with higher stakes.

It began with strangers and acquaintances. I stopped apologizing when someone stepped on my foot. I started giving firm noes instead of half-hearted yeses. I learned to stop overexplaining myself. Though it was hard, I gradually learned to stop sacrificing my peace at the altar of politeness.

These little victories gave me the confidence to start prioritizing myself in bigger ways. I started setting boundaries with family members and cutting ties with friends who were unhealthy for me. I began the hard work of establishing some needed boundaries with my kids, who were well behaved but who had also learned how to walk all over me.

In fits and starts, I was learning how to show up for myself the way I had always needed to. I was finally feeling fulfilled, joyful, and satisfied with my life. As my relationship with myself and my loved ones healed, I began thinking about the one relationship that was still broken. It had been almost six months since the first time I turned the key in my new apartment. As busy as I had been during that time, Charlie had been busy, too. He had been in therapy; he had gotten his depression under control. We had gone on a few dates together during our separation and I could see that he was evolving just like I was. I missed him.

Gradually, we began discussing what reconciling would look like. We took it slow, but it still seemed to happen breathtakingly fast. I was nervous. This was the one relationship in which I had lost myself the most—the Petri dish from which my self-neglect had begun to grow. It would be terrifyingly easy to fall back into old routines.

But I had been practicing. If there was anything I had learned over the course of my solo self-care journey, it was that strict boundaries and clear communication have a magic about them. I had watched myself become a better person, and inexplicably, the people around me were becoming better people, too. If the magic could happen with them, it was worth giving it a try with Charlie.

I will not go back into a cage.

Every conversation with him went back to that. There were many things I would do to save our marriage and make it healthy again, but the cage was not one of them. Putting all my hard work to practice, I explained to Charlie what Not Going Back into the Cage would look like in our marriage going forward. There would be balance and equity. There would be open communication, a willingness to share and receive feedback about our satisfaction in the marriage. He would have to become more observant and proactive regarding household and childcare responsibilities, and we would both do better about establishing healthy boundaries with outside influences like work, family, and friends, since even these objectively good things can do damage when there are no limits around them.

Most importantly, I would no longer be making my needs small. If we were going to start over, I wouldn’t allow myself to be sustained on self-care potato chips. I would reach, always, for freedom and fullness.

Charlie agreed to the terms, and within a few short weeks we had broken the lease on my little apartment. We also packed up our home in the suburbs and got it ready for sale. We decided that a new start deserved a new home, one that wasn’t heavy with memories of times we would rather forget. So, we signed a lease on a trendy loft apartment in the city. We were ready to start our new life together. The last thing to do was pack up my apartment.

When we loaded the last box of my things onto the U-Haul, I took one final look around the apartment that had been my haven. I felt Charlie’s arm slip around me, and he kissed my temple. This place had done its job. It had given me a place to hide, to lick my wounds and focus on healing. In the end, it had brought me back to the very thing I was running from. Tucked away behind those walls, I learned how to take care of myself again. I was happy, healed, and whole and finally repaired enough to try it all again. This time, making myself a priority. Insisting on it.

Looking back, I wish I didn’t need to uproot my life and move out of my home in order to arrive at this place. But, to be honest, I don’t think I had any other choice. Sometimes, the hurt and the brokenness are so deep that you have to go somewhere to clear your mind, lick your wounds, and truly heal.

We all have different struggles, different things in our lives that keep us reaching for the potato chips of self-care instead of the things we truly need to be nourished and fulfilled. Maybe you don’t need to move out or start your life over like I did, whether permanently or for a time, or maybe you do. My hope for you is that whatever that thing is that you need in order to begin the journey of true self-care, you will get it for yourself. You will forcefully, unapologetically, bombastically seek out what you need to put down the potato chips and reach for fulfillment.

I know that’s scary.

It scared me, too.

But it’s actually pretty easy once you master a few important principles. It’s my deepest wish that this book will impart those principles to you and show you how to carry them out. Once you have tasted the richness, the absolute deliciousness that life has to offer when you take care of yourself the way you truly deserve, you’ll never settle for potato chips again.





Cultivate Your Truth Trench


	
Being honest with yourself takes courage. You will find yourself in situations that are bad for your mental health and well-being. You owe it to yourself to be honest about that and to be brave enough to make necessary changes, even if it’s difficult.

	
People-pleasing is self-neglect. Somewhere along the way, someone (maybe many someones) taught you that you come second. You deserve to come first. If not with anyone else, at least with yourself. This can be difficult when you have people who depend on you, but you cannot show up best for those people when you aren’t taking care of yourself.

	
Small, incremental steps give you the confidence to take the bigger ones. Start small by asserting yourself in low-stakes situations, then gradually work your way up to more significant changes and boundary settings.

	
You don’t belong in cages. Have you let yourself be put in cages made by others, or even by your own hand? If you dared to push the door open, what might you find in the world beyond the cage? It is time to let yourself out of the cage and step into true and fulfilling freedom. Self-care is the daring business of breaking bars and chains.
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 Chapter Two Maslow


I often think about how strange it is that most of the love stories we see as little girls end at what’s actually the beginning. Cinderella marries the prince while her wicked stepsisters watch in dismay, and the newly betrothed couple lives happily ever after. Belle, and Ariel, and Briar Rose, and an unending list of broken girls find the man who will fix them, and they live. Happily. Ever. Godforsaken. After.

The end.

Don’t get me wrong; I love a happy ending. There is enough misery in the world, and I don’t suppose it’s a bad thing for little girls to see that love, harmony, and an easy life are possible. But I do wonder what kinds of self-limiting distortions of romance we are teaching our children with these stories that end with a vague and infinite happy. Is that the goal? Just… fall in love and expect the rest of your days to be filled with fancy balls and carriage rides? Don’t mind me, but I’d like to see some of these fairy-tale marriages in a few years when life has settled into the disenchanted and familiar routine. What happens then?

We teach our little girls that love is enough, but research on human motivation and needs tells us a much different story. In 1943, a psychologist named Abraham Maslow published his first paper on the hierarchy of needs that explained how our needs evolve over time. Maslow differentiated between what he called deficiency needs and growth needs. Our basic human needs like food, shelter, safety, and even love make up the deficiency needs. As their name implies, they are needs that arise when we lack something. A lack of food gives rise to hunger, so we need to find nourishment. A lack of employment gives rise to instability, so we need to find a job. And, circling back to our blessed princesses, a lack of love gives rise to loneliness and gloom, so we need to find a mate. Every one of the deficiency needs shows us what’s missing and drives us toward acquiring it.

There is only one growth need in Maslow’s original model, and it is called self-actualization. Self-actualization is about evolving to our highest potential. It is about transcendence. For many, that can look like finding our calling—the thing that everyone looking on says, “She’s doing what she was born to do.” Do you remember Prince’s 2007 Super Bowl performance? The one where he sang “Purple Rain” in an actual rainstorm? Many people have said that it was the best Super Bowl performance of all time, the best show of Prince’s career, and a glittering example of a person doing what they were born to do.

But not everyone’s version of self-actualization will be as flashy as that. For some, self-actualization can look like becoming the best parent they can be, landing their dream job, or simply learning to love themselves. No matter what our own brand of self-actualization might look like, Maslow was clear about one thing: True love is not our highest calling, no matter what the fairy tales say. Self-actualization, discovering what we were born to do and doing it, is the only thing that will lead us to our fullest potential. Why does society insist on telling little girls that finding love is the last stop on the road to fulfillment? According to Maslow, love is just a stepping stone.

When love is sincere, it can be the springboard from which to launch ourselves toward reaching the highest versions of ourselves. But love is the vehicle, not the destination. If our culture lets little girls believe that love is the ultimate goal, it shouldn’t be surprising that, when we become young women, we find ourselves disillusioned and bored once the initial romance of love wears off. We are, and have always been, destined for something more. We know it in our hearts, and our souls cry out for it. But as long as we believe that simply finding love is supposed to satisfy and fulfill, we will never know to reach for more.

To be honest, sometimes I think that was the point.

Women who demand more than love from their romantic partners are deemed dangerous and demanding. They won’t settle for relationships that define the wedding day as the pinnacle of happiness. Instead, they expect partners who actively enrich and support them, and who encourage them to reach for the highest form of self-actualization possible. They won’t commit to a relationship until they find that kind of partner. And once they do commit, they will expect their partner to maintain that level of support or risk being left in the dust. This is a threat to the patriarchal, heteronormative establishment of marriage and relationships that prioritizes the ease and comfort of men over that of women—the one that allows them to provide the bare minimum and call us nags for wanting more—therefore, the fairy tales must end at happily ever after.

When I made the decision to reconcile my marriage, I knew that from then on, I would make self-actualization my priority. I was putting away the self-limiting belief that I could get full on potato chips in the form of romance and “true love” and would instead dive into the hearty goodness of discovering my highest self. I could do it on my own, but I chose to believe that it could be done better with a supportive partner by my side. And in order for us to succeed, I would need to teach Charlie how to be that partner for me.

We had many conversations about what this meant as we began the process of weaving our lives back together after the separation. The first step was identifying what self-actualization actually looked like for me. It took some time to really understand my own self-actualization needs and then to figure out how to communicate them to Charlie. When I finally sorted it all out, the list of self-actualization needs that I shared with him looked like this:


	I love being with the children, but my career is important to me, and I need your support in pursuing it.

	We are better together when we are both in therapy, and I would like for us to make that a priority.

	I love Jesus, but I think I have too much religious trauma to go back to church. I need to work through some things, and I need you to understand.

	My identity as a bisexual woman is important to me, but I spent years hiding that part of myself from the world. I have a need to be connected to the LGBTQ community, and I want your support.

	I need you to support my hobbies, encourage my relationships with my friends, and give me guilt-free alone time so that I can center and reset.



There was such a relief in communicating this list to Charlie. I knew I had a long way to go before I felt self-actualized in all those areas, but if he could commit to supporting me in each of these things, maybe I could get there faster and with less of a struggle. It has been an interesting road paved with lots of learning on both of our parts. It was hard to look him in the eyes and say, “I need you to honor these needs I have, or else I can’t be in a relationship with you.”

Like so many of us, I’ve been conditioned to believe that clearly saying what I need and setting a boundary that comes with consequences is mean. Selfish, even. I’ve also had the religious upbringing that says that marriage is forever, and love is unconditional. How do I put conditions around a relationship that is meant to have none?

If you have had the same conditioning as me, and I’m betting you have, here’s what I need you to know:


	Self-care is not selfish.

	Saying what you need is not mean.

	Your love is allowed to have conditions and limits.



So many of us have come to believe that we are selfish for insisting that our needs are met or that we are disgraceful for walking away from our marriages when they don’t meet our expectations. These beliefs stop us from reaching for what we need and deserve. The truth trench I’d like to dig for you right now, which I hope you will cultivate on your own, is that there is no shame in getting your needs met. You have permission to decide that love for the sake of love is not enough, that your happily ever after requires more effort than that. You are not obligated to give unconditional love to someone who does not return it to you.

If there is any part of you that isn’t convinced that prioritizing yourself, reaching for the sustaining goodness of self-actualization instead of accepting just love as your happily ever after, I need you to really hear me: the beautiful, sparkling, and breathtaking paradox of putting yourself first is that in so doing, you become a better partner yourself.

In sharing what I needed to reach my highest self and fullest potential with my husband, I found him stepping up in ways I couldn’t have imagined. He learned me. It was as if he was seeing me in my true, essential nature for the first time. He began making an effort to support me in my self-actualization, and he gets better at it every day.

As I feel my husband’s support give me the gentle leg up that pushes me closer to self-actualization, I find myself happy, satisfied, and fulfilled. That fulfillment pours outward, onto my husband and my children. No longer exhausted and overwhelmed by the frustration of not having my needs met, I now have the resources and energy to push Charlie toward his highest potential. Although my children are still small, I can already see glimmers of what their highest potential may be, and I am working to foster and encourage their pursuit of it. I am learning that I always wanted to show up for my family this way.

I just couldn’t do it from inside the cage.





Cultivate Your Truth Trench


	
The idea of fairy-tale love is useless. Life is not a fairy tale, no matter what the Disney movies want us to believe. The love we see in fairy tales is not only unrealistic and unsustainable, it also sets us up for disappointment as we navigate relationships in the real world. Sensible self-care is about having proper expectations about what purpose love is supposed to serve. Spoiler: you are meant to have so much more than romance.

	
Love is the journey, not the destination. Self-actualization is the true path to fulfillment. Love is not the ultimate goal but rather a vehicle for personal growth and transcendence. Anyone who tells you that “true love” is the happily ever after is asking you to settle for less than you deserve.

	
Women who know what they deserve are dangerous. Society conditions women to accept the bare minimum from their partners and calls them “nags” if they ask for more. It’s time for you to become such a dangerous woman. Self-care is challenging norms that tell you to be happy with what you get and insisting instead on getting what you deserve.

	
Your love should come with conditions. Romantic partners should enrich your life, just as you enrich theirs. Working together to meet each other’s highest needs allows you to become your most fulfilled, authentic selves. You are allowed to say, “I will not stay in a relationship where my needs go unfulfilled.”
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Chapter Three The Core of the Matter


I’m about to talk about sex.

When did I start feeling like I need to give a trigger warning before talking about it? Sex used to be such an exciting word—one filled with longing, anticipation, hunger. But upon entering my late thirties and being married almost a decade, I found that the word had lost some of its sparkle. For a while, the sex had lost its sparkle, too. In fact, it was one of the causes of our separation. Sex had become a part of the cage.

When Charlie and I chose to reconcile, I found sex to be a topic of conversation we had to revisit often. There was no future of a happy and successful marriage that didn’t include our addressing some pretty serious stuff about our sex life. What began as a conversation about sex turned into a broader and much more useful conversation about what we actually need. Spoiler alert—it goes deeper than sex.

The act of sex itself had never been a problem for us. Our sex life was curious and spontaneous. It could be romantic, or playful, or carnal. In the beginning, untainted by the problems that settled into our marriage later on, it was perfect.

But as time marched forward and children were born, exhaustion set in, conversation broke down, and sex became a major obstacle for us both. It was happening less frequently. When it did happen, it was more like a business transaction. A quick handshake. Although I once looked forward to our bedtime escapades, I found myself dreading them, counting how many days it had been since we last did it, and wondering how many more I could get away with until it became an argument. I was exhausted from years of being awakened all night by sleep-regressed kiddos who, as the years went on, never really shook their difficult sleeping habits. My body was worn down from twelve-hour days on my feet. I was only showering every three to five business days, so I wasn’t feeling super great about my hygiene, either. Naturally, my interest in sex had begun to wane.

I loved Charlie, but I was tired. And he just couldn’t see that. He felt rejected and unwanted, a feeling he has run away from since he was a boy. A lifetime spent wondering if he was lovable did a lot of damage to Charlie’s self-worth. Sex with me was validation for him. A reassurance of my devotion. Without sex, he didn’t know if he was loved. This self-doubt, this fear of being discarded, created a self-fulfilling prophecy in which he got the very rejection he feared. Because he was constantly seeking opportunities for sex—leering at me when I got out of the shower, groping me while I cooked dinner—I became frustrated and fed up. I rejected him over and over because I was exhausted, and smelly, and touched out.

Perhaps, if he had helped me with my exhaustion, and my smelliness, and my touched-out-edness, I would have had the energy and enthusiasm for sex. His all-too-frequent attempts at intimacy, and all-too-few attempts at helping me with the laundry, left me resentful and angry.

While we were separated, I insisted that Charlie go to therapy to address the rejection issues that were at the root of his sexual needs. In my own therapy sessions, I focused on the resentment I felt about our sex life and the imbalance of expectations in our relationship. It was there, in these separate therapy sessions, that we both began to understand the meaning of core needs.

Core needs are the foundation of our happiness and well-being. They are the things that we absolutely cannot live without if we intend to be satisfied in our lives and our relationships. Core needs are distinct from the smaller, peripheral needs that make us happy but that we could live without if we had to. If those peripheral needs are the potato chips, our core needs are the casserole.

What Charlie and I discovered through therapy was that our sexual conflicts were the symptom of our unhappiness, not the source. We both had deeper, more significant core needs that were going unmet. Self-care in our relationship would be a journey of identifying those needs and finding ways to get them met.

Most of Charlie’s core needs are about connection. He grew up with a father who abandoned him at a very young age and started a new family. His childhood years were spent striving for acceptance and approval in all the wrong places—a habit that followed him into adulthood. His life had become a relentless pursuit of belonging. And because he was socialized as a man in a misogynistic culture, he was taught that the greatest form of connection and belonging was sex with a woman. My lack of sexual interest made him feel worthless and abandoned.

As for me, the majority of my core needs are about freedom. I need independence, a sense of agency over myself and the world around me. Becoming a mom was the greatest joy of my life, but it came at a cost. I now had children to think of—children who, quite frankly, needed more of me than I felt able to give. Things as simple as going to the grocery store were now a multistep ordeal. I loved being with my kids, but I often longed for the carefree girl I used to be. I wasn’t getting the support I needed from Charlie at home, and because of my many obligations, I had no time for myself. When I did find moments of solitude and rest, Charlie had an uncanny way of showing up and expecting intimacy. Exuberant intimacy.

I had none to give, so I had begun locking myself in the bathroom instead.

Charlie’s lack of connection and my lack of freedom had put us on opposite sides of an infinite chasm. He felt like that little boy whose dad couldn’t bother to love him, and I felt like a bird in a cage. We were alone, together, which somehow felt lonelier than being all alone. Our failure to understand and show compassion toward each other’s core needs had led us down paths traveling in opposite directions, doomed to never intersect.

Going to individual therapy showed us that in order to address the issue of sex, we had to address the underlying core needs first. Slowly, gently, we began opening up to each other about those needs. Charlie had spoken to me in the past about his abandonment issues and fear of rejection, but I had never understood how deep those waters ran. I learned that he lives in a constant dread of the people he loves leaving him. Sex, in his mind, was never about the physical act itself. It was about what the sex meant. It meant love, acceptance, and connection. If he had my body, then that meant he had my heart, too. And that meant that everything was okay.

I explained to Charlie that his need for connection, especially when it came to sex, was too much for me. I needed control over my body to not feel like sex was the currency with which I bought time for myself, and I never had enough in my account to pay the tab. I needed him to help me with our shared responsibilities so that I could have the time and the freedom to do things for me, the way I did before the kids came along.

After laying these needs bare before each other, the next step was to settle the practical matters of meeting them.

My list was very pragmatic. It consisted of things that I needed Charlie to step up and help me with so that I could have time for myself, to be free. I didn’t need sweet but useless romantic gestures like roses and candy. I needed fair and equitable labor with the kids and the house. And when the kids were in bed and the chores were done, I needed guilt-free time for myself. Most of all, I needed rest. Charlie committed to stepping up with the tasks we share, and he followed through on that commitment. Now, he draws baths for me in the evenings and sets out my book, a towel, a glass of water (or wine), and a candle for me. This is how he shows me that my core need for alone time matters to him.

Charlie’s list was more emotional than practical. He said that if I would try to be more intimate in nonsexual ways with him, like kissing his forehead or holding hands from time to time, it would help him feel more secure. He wanted regular date nights on weekends for us to reconnect, and for us to make more time for each other on weekdays when possible. These things were easy to say yes to because I want them, too. And I am more able to give them to him when I am rested and recharged from having more support and, of course, my alone time.

Sometimes, things took a bit more negotiation. When two people have core needs that are so diametrically opposed—him stretching toward me for connection, and me stretching away for independence—you learn the delicate art of compromise. We had to learn how to show up for each other’s core needs without sacrificing our own. It was hard work, but with a renewed commitment to creating a marriage that satisfies, we figured it out.

These days, we don’t sweat the small stuff too much. We don’t mind when we fail to meet each other’s small day-to-day needs because our biggest, most foundational core needs are met. I’m also proud to say that our sex life is back and healthier than ever. But it was never really about the sex. It was about two people desperate to be seen and understood. It was about reaching beneath the surface and accessing the deeper need. Not the sex, but the connection. Not the chores, but the freedom.
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