














Praise for Big Wild Love


“If you’re stuck in a dying or dead relationship but feel paralyzed to do anything about it, READ THIS BOOK! Epiphanies are all about taking action if you want to change your life, and Jill spells out ways for you to do that, making the process of figuring things out easier and faster. I wish Big Wild Love had been around when I had my ‘must-leave-this-marriage’ epiphany!”


—Elise Ballard, author of Epiphany: True Stories of Sudden Insight to Inspire, Encourage, and Transform


“Big Wild Love comes out at the perfect time: when women are rising up and realizing their own worth. Jill’s book is a how to of self-reflection and self-love and lessons in how to move to a point of freedom, action, and empowerment. Anyone who has been in a bad relationship or trying to figure out if theirs is fixable should read this book.”


—Anita Busch, journalist and victim’s rights advocate


“Jill Sherer Murray takes you on the journey of letting go like your best girlfriend and pocket therapist all in one. Her fresh and candid look at relationships is full of vulnerability and heart as she teaches how to let go of the precepts—and sometimes the people—that hold us back from a big, wild love. This book will change the way you think about your life forever.”


—Jessica Rinker, author of Gloria Takes a Stand, and the forthcoming Send a Girl: The Brenda Berkman Story and The Dare Sisters


“In the same way Glennon Doyle, Cheryl Strayed, and Elizabeth Gilbert lay their hearts bare, Jill Sherer Murray goes to the mat in her big, beautiful memoir come instruction manual. She teaches us not only how to let go of dead-end relationships and find the ones we long for, but offers us the tools to find and keep the most important relationship of all, that with ourselves. With wit and humor, she gives us a clear way to let go for it, embrace who we are, and invite healthy love into our lives.”


—Joy Stocke, author of Anatolian Days and Nights and Tree of Life: Turkish Home Cooking, and former publisher of WildRiverReview.com


“Jill shares her journey towards self-love, which is unapologetically raw, real, and pure badassery. There is much to learn here for anyone who finds themselves at a painful crossroads, in need of advice on how to move forward from heartbreak.”


—Dr. Suzana Flores, author of Untamed: The Psychology of Marvel’s Wolverine


“Big Wild Love is an amazing step-by-step guide for cultivating the inner love and wisdom you need to truly let go once and for all. Jill Sherer Murray shares her own powerful story of how the lessons within led her to the true love she’d all but given up on, and so much more. A great resource and a great read!”


—V Capaldi, TEDx Speaker, wellness blogger


“This book is a reality check cloaked in humor, strength, and triumph. It digs into the nit and grit so many of us feel about ourselves but are afraid to say out loud. Jill does it for us, lighting the way to a better and happier place. She gives us a roadmap for seeing our worth so we can finally have the Big Wild Love we deserve.”


—Stacey Honowitz, Supervisor Sex Crimes, TV analyst, and author




BIG WILD LOVE




[image: image]




Copyright © 2020 Jill Sherer Murray


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2020


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 978-1-63152-852-1 pbk


ISBN: 978-1-63152-853-8 ebk


Library of Congress Control Number: 2019918235


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


Cover and interior design by Tabitha Lahr


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.




For the Big Wild Loves of my life:
my mom, Sandy; my dad, Owen; Hector;
and Dan, the biggest, wildest love of them all.




INTRODUCTION
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Falling in love with yourself first doesn’t make you vain or selfish. It makes you indestructible.


—Anonymous


There I was, sitting on a stranger’s bathroom floor.


I hovered over their toilet, feeling like I had a knife in my stomach. I rubbed my eyes while the bathroom spun around me. I tried to hold it together … unsuccessfully.


The ugly cry rose from my throat like a runaway train.


I tried to console myself. I reminded myself that it was OK to cry, that I was no Superwoman, even though, on the rare occasions on which I’d allowed myself to step out of denial, I’d thought I could handle this. Because, if I’m to be honest, this moment of reckoning was always something I’d anticipated and feared. Yet, like most hard truths, I’d pushed this one so deep into my bones I’d need a surgeon and a drill to get at it.


But here I was: curled in the fetal position on cold porcelain, swimming in a sea of desperate thoughts, free-falling into the deep end of disappointment.


I had asked my boyfriend, Hector, to look at a house with me that we would buy together. And just this morning, when I’d reminded him about our noon appointment, he’d said, “I’ll be there.” He then jostled off to the gym. I’ll admit he seemed less than enthusiastic. But I didn’t care. Just talking about it had been the biggest step we’d taken toward commitment in twelve years.


That is, up until he said, “I’ll be there.”


But little did I know that his “I’ll be there” was a lie that would turn into one of my life’s most defining moments.


And yet this certainly wasn’t the first time Hector had promised to be somewhere for me and wasn’t. Especially when I considered all the times he said he wanted to get married but wasn’t ready. Or couldn’t take that vacation or go to that party or visit family with me in Philadelphia because [insert reason].


Given all of this, I don’t know why I was surprised when he promised to meet me and then didn’t show up for the second time. He stood me up the first time, called to say he’d meet me later, and stood me up again.


And so there I was. Clinging to the porcelain god. My tape measure, punch list, and rose-colored glasses at the bottom of the trash basket.


Back then, Hector was my world. Sure, I had a job, friends, and a golden retriever that alleviated some of the loneliness that came from having a noncommittal boyfriend. But Hector was my beginning, middle, and end. I could stay with him, even though it was now clear he would never fully commit. Or I could leave and take the biggest risk of my life. After all, who would want a woman in her forties? Could I even start over? Could I trust again?


I slapped my hands on the cold tile in an attempt to distract myself from the pain of what was happening.


“You OK in there?” Marilyn, both the realtor and my friend, knocked on the door.


“YEP.”


But I wasn’t. Something powerful was happening. It was a sign from the universe, perhaps. Or just time to finally call it: admit that everything I knew about our relationship—and perhaps even my life—was over. That there was no way back to the delusion I’d artfully crafted for myself as a survival mechanism—that Hector’s promise of “someday” would actually pan out.


When I showed up to look at the home at noon, I had believed in “someday.” But when I got up from the bathroom floor, I knew another truth. I just didn’t know if I could take that first brazen step toward a new and uncertain reality.


But then something happened, and I realized how such a first step was possible.


This thing that happened would call upon me to change everything—and find everything I wanted for myself as well.


That day, on that stranger’s bathroom floor, while I was grappling with the agony of what came next, I also knew that I wasn’t the first woman to struggle with whether to end a relationship with someone I loved. Countless other women have also found themselves stuck in unsatisfying relationships, feeling defeated, devalued, and desperate for something more.


Like me, they faced an impossible choice: whether to stay in a bad situation or let go, knowing that it would be a risk … that there were no guarantees they’d find someone else more suitable for them to love.


What I’d learned, from talking to many women over the years, was that it was a risk most people avoided. In fact, one study out of Britain showed six out of ten people would rather stay in a bad relationship, even if their partners lied, cheated, or disrespected them.1


The question was, why?


I surmise it’s because letting go of even imperfect, unfulfilling love is hard. It requires women to have what too many just don’t: the ability to be bold, take risks, and approach dating and romance with a sense of play and confidence. To use a carefully selected collection of beliefs to discern who’s right for them and who isn’t. And to hold out for what they really want but are afraid to ask for, in both a partner and a relationship.


And yet, while it’s commonly believed that “fortune favors the bold,” many women have given in to doing the opposite: engaging in excessive compromise and conceding the priorities that are most important to them—just in order to not spend the rest of their lives alone. They fear becoming cautionary tales—spinsters who lingered too long in the wrong relationships or made too many bad choices. They’re settling for less, figuring that’s just how it goes—part of the deal of love in the twenty-first century.


So they hold on, believing that they’re worth less than what they want. For doing the opposite might be the biggest, baddest mistake of their lives. This way, they can forever prevent their ex from moving on with someone else while they wither away, alone on the vine. They never have to be faced with the prospect of meeting someone new themselves and making the same mistakes again in their next relationship.


They hold on.


Instead of letting go.


It was that fear—that fear of letting go—that kept me in an unsatisfying relationship for twelve years. And while this fear was real, I stepped onto the ledge of my life and jumped without a parachute or a net anyway. It was my only choice because I knew that, despite the pain of losing my longtime love, letting go was my way out and toward the hope and possibility I thought was long gone.


I told Hector it was over, despite his excuses for the no-shows. And then I made some long-overdue moves, which included letting go of more than just the guy. I let go of everything. My home in the city of Chicago, because it would have been too painful to be there without Hector. My job. My friends. My condo. I left it all to start a new life in New Hope, Pennsylvania, closer to family and where I grew up.


I had no idea that, within a year of blowing up my life, at the age of forty-two, I’d find the man who would be my husband.


Letting go has helped so many find the Big Wild Love they’ve always wanted—the kind they were afraid to ask for, or thought they didn’t deserve, or believed was out of reach. They’ve learned that letting go was both the way forward to a better, happier future, and the way back to themselves.


But how does a woman truly find the boldness necessary to let go?


And what was it that I came to understand that day on the floor of the bathroom that made everything else possible?


When it comes to staying in relationships that aren’t working or giving people what they want, I know that people have their reasons—I certainly had mine. I’ve learned this from spending decades not only dating in my own right, but also, in 2016, giving a TEDx talk about my story and how hard it was to let go of a relationship I’d known for far too long would never give me what I wanted. And the response was overwhelming.


I had no idea that those eleven minutes on the stage would spark a movement. To the contrary, I remember feeling absolutely terrified to expose so many personal truths about how I’d failed at love, in front of so many people—a live audience, a livestream audience, and then a video audience for posterity. While I was excited to share what I’d come to learn about the power of letting go and how it had changed the game for me, there was also a part of me that felt small next to the other twenty-four women who were also speaking at the event. They spoke so eloquently on big, worldly issues, like helping the poor and underserved, advocating for minorities and the rights of families, surviving and thriving in the face of diseases like cancer and multiple sclerosis. And there I was: talking about a breakup. Even though I knew it was about so much more—about what we made important in the space of our one-and-only precious life and how much we loved and valued ourselves—would the people listening get it? After all, I was there to serve them. Would they take my message of letting go and the sense of urgency I tried to convey around it to heart?


Would they use it to let go in their own lives?


The answer, to my great joy, was a resounding yes. Much to my surprise, when the talk was posted online, I started to hear from women all around the world. I had struck a chord. There was such a hunger for my insight that I not only started an advice column but also decided to write this book. And because of all of this, I now have both a researched and a firsthand account of what keeps people stuck in love.


Others don’t know how to extricate themselves from a bad situation or make improvements inside a relationship that has promise, because letting go isn’t always about getting rid of a relationship entirely. Sometimes, it’s about brokering new agreements, especially in response to big-ticket issues like infidelity, family, sex, and money.


Many women are afraid to initiate change. They don’t want to see the truth of their situations because it would be too painful. They aren’t ready to take action because they don’t trust themselves to make good decisions or different decisions. They don’t see a path for going forward. Some don’t even know what they want, or, if they do and it’s good, they aren’t sure they deserve it.


So they stay, even though they know that every day spent in a less-than-ideal situation is a sign it is time. To let go.


And yet, still, they can’t see how letting the worst of love go offers them freedom: from the often-all-consuming burdens associated with coping, accepting, adapting, normalizing, and surviving inside of an untenable situation, or trying to get what they need from a nonresponsive partner.


Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to suffer through this exercise for too long because that day in that stranger’s bathroom led me to having a simple epiphany—I could continue to move forward with my life as it was out of love for Hector.


Or I could move forward out of love for myself.


It was either him or me.


And that day, I made my choice.


Because of the clarity I suddenly had, I knew whose life I would choose and did so.


And if all that was needed for a woman was to go out and have an epiphany, then that would be all that was necessary.


It’s one thing to recognize an epiphany when it happens, but how are we supposed to move forward and actually attract it? How can we make something that’s supposedly coming from our intuition more actionable? After all, it’s not so easy to conjure up epiphanies since they tend to strike like lightning.


Or do they?


The fact is we have epiphanies all the time. The problem is most people sleepwalk their way through them because they’re not ready to see the truth.


When my epiphany struck, I was ready to experience it—and to take action by acknowledging with a sense of finality that Hector would never, ever give me what I wanted. I’d also done more work than I’d realized in my preparations. That included creating the right conditions for epiphany by quieting my mind and opening myself up to whatever came through. By listening to and trusting my instincts and what they had to tell me. And taking steps that would culminate in such a powerful revelation when I least expected it: like imagining life without Hector, acknowledging my role and mistakes in the relationship, visualizing what it would be like on the other side of heartbreak and how I’d survive. I’d set my intention, whether I realized it or not, and in doing so, sent a clear message to the universe: it was time for that wake-up call.


Most importantly, I’d begun to examine the beliefs I held about myself and love, asking hard questions in the mirror about why I was attracted to certain types of men, why I didn’t ask for more, why I stayed, and what I was getting from being stuck in a relationship going nowhere.


Allowing for that epiphany and then, ultimately, letting go, called for a lot of courage, but it also called for something else that had been missing in both my relationships and my life as a whole: self-love.


I could move forward out of love for myself by … actually loving myself.


Talk about epiphany.


Sadly, I’d seen many other women who didn’t actively cultivate self-love, learning that no matter what their age or situation, like me, too many lacked the intimate knowledge and love of self they needed to attract healthy partners and relationships.


But what does self-love really mean in this context? By my definition, it’s less about the generic “feel-good” or “pampering” kind of self-love we read about in women’s magazines, and more about what I call Big Wild Love: a deliberate, intentional pursuit of taking care of oneself that allows a woman to see herself perhaps for the very first time. A process that helps us understand that at the core of who we are is a hardwired set of beliefs that can both define and derail us in love, making it hard for us to let go.


Bruce Lipton, PhD, author of The Biology of Belief: Unleashing the Power of Consciousness, Matter, & Miracles, says that up until the age of six, it is as if we have an internal tape recorder in our brains that is always on. And everything it sees, smells, touches, hears, or experiences in any way is being downloaded into the brain before the consciousness of the child is even made apparent.2


Unless we “change the tape,” we then use those beliefs to make decisions through adulthood, including the choices we make in relationships.


It then follows that unless and until we consciously and deliberately go through a process of nourishing and taking care of ourselves and addressing these beliefs and how they impact us, we will lack the boldness that will empower us to let go with comfort or success.


Because it’s the sense of safety we get from loving and understanding ourselves that empowers us to move forward with boldness.


Big Wild Love enables us to take the risks that will change our lives.


This is what Big Wild Love is all about. In it, I’ll take you through the process I used to love and understand myself and let go for a better life.


Because it’s only when people truly let go that they can realize what’s possible.


In this book, you’ll find a practical, alarmingly simple, step-by-step framework for helping you find your own Big Wild Love. It is a guide you can use to understand the art and practice of letting go so as to rid yourself of a life and love that aren’t working. It will empower you to find a life and love that do.


I’ll show you the value of Big Wild Love and help you to cultivate it so you can move boldly through the most critical transitions of your life. I’ll take you through the six steps I used to get from a life and half-love that fell short to one that gave me everything I wanted and more. This includes recognizing the epiphany, feeling in the aftermath, identifying the end goal, navigating the options for getting there, creating a letting-go hit list, and pulling it all together into a documented, comprehensive, and actionable plan that will not only keep you on track but also hold you accountable on the promises you’ve made to yourself.


This book will show you that no matter where you are in the process, you are not alone. Each chapter is anchored by a story from my own life for context, followed up by research, insights, and stories of other women to show you just how accessible each step is.


If you’re struggling in an unfulfilling relationship, you may falsely believe that because you’re stuck now, that will always be the case. But this just isn’t true. This book will show you how to let go so you can welcome a new beginning back into your life and reclaim the self you’ve lost.


Big Wild Love will show you why you should give yourself a chance at the healthy, joyful love you deserve. My experience as well as the experiences of so many other women demonstrates that it is indeed possible.


Big Wild Love is for you. It will give you a process for going from your own respective “floor” to being happily ensconced in a relationship with another person. It will also help you find the most important love story of them all: the one you want with yourself.




Part One:


BIG WILD LOVE




Chapter 1


SELF-LOVE WITH INTENTION
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I was in a long-term relationship where marriage was just out of reach. I left him four years ago, at age forty-two, thinking I’d find someone else quickly. It didn’t happen. And I’ve been OBSESSED … with finding new love, weeping buckets of tears, and pleading with God for help. Then I saw your TEDx talk and decided that enough is enough. My goal, for now, is to LET GO of trying to find love with another person and love the hell out of myself instead.


—Josie, 46, New York City


I had no idea when I walked into a bar with friends on a random Friday night that my life would change. But it did. Because that’s where I would meet Hector. Sweet, kind, loving, generous, and charismatic Hector.


I was drinking coffee at the bar, feeling bored, when he came up behind me and ordered the same.


“You’re drinking coffee too?” he asked, as his dark eyes pierced mine.


“Oh, yeah.” I smiled. He was cute alright.


“Would you like some more?” He motioned to the bartender.


“Are you trying to get me drunk?” I asked.


“More like heart palps.”


Mission accomplished, I thought.


He was there with friends, leaving for a two-week vacation the next day. After talking for hours, he took my number and vowed to call when he got back. I was pretty sure I’d never hear from him again. But much to my surprise, he called two weeks to the day.


We met for dinner in Greektown. I’d forgotten how adorable he was: dark curly hair, olive-toned skin, perfectly aligned features. Smart and interesting, he opened doors, held chairs, paid for dinner, and loved his mother. A real gentleman, he was genuinely surprised when I kissed him at the end of our date while we waited for the valet. I was surprised too. And yet I felt compelled to press my lips against his; doing so left me in full tilt the entire drive home. He was the whole package.


I remember asking myself how I’d stumbled upon such a Kim Kardashian diamond. I even allowed myself to wonder whether he could be “the one.”


As it turned out, he would be: the one to teach me what it meant to be good. And that I deserved to be loved. He would also be the one to teach me how, ultimately, to love myself.


Because I didn’t love myself going in, as evidenced by the failed relationships I’d had before him. I can see now where a lack of self-love inspired me to make less-than-ideal choices. But back then, I blamed them on either the men being cads or on me being naïve. I even considered the idea that maybe I was destined to be alone.


Self-love wasn’t even on my radar. Nobody ever taught me it mattered. To the contrary, I’d learned that winning the love of another person was the prize. That I should do whatever it took to get it, even if it meant sacrificing myself. Which I did with great energy. After all, it took me ten years of being with Hector to confess to him that I wanted marriage—something I’d lied about for fear of turning him off.


While I knew he didn’t want the same from the start, I’d secretly hoped he’d change his mind. It would take me another two years to acquiesce that he wouldn’t, even if I waited long enough. Or if I got prettier, thinner, or more lovable.


Instead of hoping for more, I decided I’d work on seeing the value in less. I had accepted what was: a loving relationship on his terms. Whenever I’d question whether that was best for me, I’d remind myself that marriage was just a scrap of paper.


It was a negotiation I’d have with myself over and over, until a dying friend of both mine and Hector’s woke me up to a larger truth.


“I love you and Hector …” she began.


“We love you too, Mari.” I tried not to cry. Fucking cancer.


“I’m not doing well, so I’m not gonna mince words …”


I could feel my heart drop. I had no clue what was coming next.


“He loves you but will never give you what you want, mija. He doesn’t want it. He told me.”


Hector was indeed sweet, kind, loving, generous, and charismatic.


But as it turned out, he was also unavailable.


Suddenly I felt dizzy.


“You’re forty and living alone. Don’t be alone at fifty. Go find him—the one who will give you what you deserve.”


I guessed that since she couldn’t save her own life, perhaps she was trying to save mine.


Her words haunted me. They gave me the courage to push the limits by suggesting that Hector and I see that house. And I felt her like an angel on my shoulder while I was breaking down in that stranger’s bathroom, finally asking the question: why was I holding on so tightly?


It was one I couldn’t bring myself to ask earlier, when I was terrified of losing someone whose only crime was not wanting what I did. Maybe if he’d been more like the others—disrespectful, cold, and withholding—the decision to let go would have been easier.


But now the floodgates were open.


What would happen to me if I let go? Would I be alone forever? What would I do with the shame, anger, and self-loathing I’d felt for betraying myself? How would I move forward?


I’d ask these questions and others until there were none left to ask. I didn’t have the answers, but I was ready to find them. And that made me feel oddly safe. Like no matter what happened, I’d be OK.


Hector may have been the one to teach me that I deserved to be loved and how to love myself. But it wasn’t because he was the perfect boyfriend or because I stayed with him.


It was because, in the end, I found out what the issue really was.


Simple, but Not Easy


When I gave my TEDx talk, I had no idea that it would resonate with so many people around the single unifying issue that we’re staying too long in relationships that do not serve. I continue to see this play out every day in the e-mails I receive from women (and, by the way, men) struggling to find themselves in love.


Like Christine, who stayed with her husband for twenty-three years to keep her family together, even though her marriage had unraveled years earlier when he traveled every week for business and left her to raise their children alone.


Or Terri, who stayed with her husband for three years, despite the fact that she was in love with a woman, because she was afraid her family and her church would never accept her as a lesbian.


Then there was Joan, who stayed with her boyfriend for four years before accepting that she’d never be as important to him as his business.


And Sandy, who clung to the boyfriend she’d met on vacation. He called her his “soul mate” but then turned cold after the holiday and said he needed to get “back to reality.”


In these examples and many others, each of these people had a choice. They could stay in the relationship—or tethered to the idea of it—and the belief that it might just be their only chance at love. Or they could let go.


It’s a choice we all have when faced with a crossroads. We can hold on to a relationship that’s not giving us what we want, knowing that we’re agreeing to keep ourselves stuck.


Or we can let go and give ourselves a real chance at finding the healthy love we really want.


That’s it.


Simple, but certainly not easy.


Most people, especially those who don’t love themselves, will invariably choose to hold on to the relationship, avoiding the act of letting go at almost all costs. And those costs can be steep, including time, freedom, peace of mind, safety, the opportunity to meet the real love of their lives, morals, and even better health. For example, did you know that you are 35 percent more likely to become ill if you’re in an unhappy relationship?3


Makes sense if you consider that it’s often our bodies that slow us down when we’re burning the candle at both ends, giving over too much of ourselves to other people.


“We get sick because we forget to take care of ourselves when the world around us says, ‘Do for me,’” says author, psychologist, and healer Susan Barbara Apollon. “And yet doing for ourselves is why we’re really here. If I’m in a situation that’s not good for me, I need to pause, go inside, and explore why. I need to learn how to love myself better so I can be here most joyfully, which might mean saying ‘thanks but no thanks’ to somebody else.”


And yet too many don’t do that. Instead they hold on to relationships that aren’t good for them because it’s too daunting to walk away. They don’t want to go through what I call the “Tunnel of Pain” (more on this later), or worse, being alone. They’re not ready to delve inward, to push past fear and insecurity on the chance that there’ll be something better waiting for them on the other side.


Staying stuck seems like a gentler option despite promising more of the same: the sense of fighting an uphill battle all the time. Of feeling less than valued. The fear of leaving, speaking up for what they want, or asking for more. The need to over-compromise, or please others at the expense of themselves. A curiosity around other people’s relationships, imagining they’re better than their own. Uncertainty whether the situation they’re in is right for them, needing constant input and reassurance.


I’m not saying that all relationships are perfect all the time or that even the best of them don’t require work or encounter challenges. But most people in healthy situations don’t walk around daydreaming about what it would be like to be anywhere else with anybody else.


This is what happens when you don’t love yourself enough to take a chance on what’s possible. I know. And it sucks.


Still, the fact remains: without self-love, you’ll never really feel sure about when or whether to walk away. You’ll always take whatever someone has to give, even if it’s not enough (and it usually isn’t). You’ll never believe that you deserve much or rock the boat to get it. You’ll be stressed by an overzealousness to please and a dependence on other people for happiness and validation. And while you’ll tire of your partner’s bad behavior, you’ll also find yourself frustrated by not being able to share your true feelings. All at the expense of real intimacy. And the stories you tell yourself about what you deserve from love? Forget about it.


“For a long time, I had to let go of the idea that I was unlovable,” says Denise, who’s been married to her high school sweetheart for eighteen years. She says her lack of self-worth was a problem over the years, creating conflict in her marriage. “It stood in the way of receiving the love I didn’t think I deserved. Doubt, fear, skepticism, cynicism, paranoia, you name it, I was hardwired for it. Always waiting for the other shoe to drop affected everything.”


Instead of letting go, people who lack self-love do what I did for all of those years with Hector: They cling to their relationship, sabotaging their efforts at healthy love by making choices to their detriment and failing to break destructive patterns. They spend their time looking for answers in other people, failing to explore who they are. These thoughts derail not only their efforts but also what they really want from love. As a result, they take whatever they can get without discretion, keeping themselves stuck, unless and until it simply becomes too unbearable (if they ever get there) and they decide to give up on love altogether.


Big Wild Love Is Key


As I said at the beginning of the chapter, I learned from my time with Hector that I deserved to be loved. I was ultimately able to do this because I came to understand that the issue wasn’t that he and all the other men were immature or cads or something else, but because I didn’t love myself.


And this is what people who are in a similar position can understand for themselves.


Remember how I said that people who don’t love themselves avoid letting go like the plague? Well, people who do love themselves let go often. That’s because they look for answers inside of themselves. They know who they are and what they want from love. They have a surety about what needs to come next, even if it’s hard or it hurts, or they don’t know what’s waiting around the bend or how it will all turn out. Like leaving a relationship that’s just not working. Stepping back into the dating fray, trusting themselves to know they’re ready to attract healthy suitors and to make healthy decisions. Asking for what they want or need from a partner who has promise.


People who love themselves know that they always have choices, and they don’t attach to one “right” path. They know that no matter what the consequences, they’re not going to settle for less than they want or deserve. And that despite whatever happens, they’ll always be OK.


They believe they will be OK, and therefore they will be. And they believe this because they love themselves.


And this becomes the entryway to a bigger and better life.


The people I’m talking about are practicing a kind of self-love that’s different from the more generic version. The kind that promotes, for example, eating healthy foods, making time for exercise, going for a massage or a new hobby, taking a long walk, and spending time with treasured friends and community. This “feel-good” type is more about self-care than self-love. It advocates for activities that help you feel good from the outside in.


And believe me. I get it. These are all great things to do, and I would never recommend you avoid them.


But they’re also not enough to build and sustain the foundation we need to act boldly when situations call for it or take the appropriate risks to let go for what we want. To do that, we need to radically shift how we think about loving ourselves by flipping this traditional approach on its head: instead of having us bring elements from the outside in, the brand of self-love I’m talking about has us work from the inside out. This may not always feel as good as self-care, but it moves us closer to the lives and love we’re after.


After letting go of Hector, I spent many nights out with friends, getting massages, and reading magazines about how to use self-care techniques to move on from heartbreak. But I more profoundly moved myself forward by engaging in self-exploration, going inward to understand who I was, and uncovering what I believed about myself and love. I cultivated my version of the “Big Wild Love” (or BWL) I needed to let go for what I wanted—including a new, carefully curated relationship and life—over and over again.


This is how it happened for me.


And the good news is it can happen this way for you when you practice BWL yourself.


BWL will have you take the more generic approach to a deeper place by adding intention. Namely, to love and understand the basics of who you are and what moves you, so you can (a) find the courage and confidence to make the big and often scary moves, and (b) create the sense of safety and empowerment you need to take the risks associated with letting go.


Because it is, in fact, this sense of safety we get from understanding and loving ourselves that empowers us to move forward with boldness.


It empowers us to take risks.


After all, letting go for the things we want in life involves a great deal of risk—sometimes the biggest of our lives. And yet if you’re not uncomfortable while doing it, chances are you’re not letting go properly but rather accepting, normalizing, coping, or giving up on getting what you need from a relationship instead. Which may feel easier in the moment but won’t advance your cause or get you to a better place in the long term.


Just ask Maxine, a forty-two-year-old yoga instructor who was raised by an alcoholic father and a passive mother who promised to leave her father but never did. At the age of ten, Maxine began begging her mother to go, until she herself left home at seventeen to marry her first alcoholic husband. There’d be two more right behind him. She’d marry and leave them all to prove to her mother: This is how it’s done. She may have been leaving or giving up on her partners, but she wasn’t letting go of the childhood wounds that had her making the same mistakes over and over … and over.


It was only when Maxine started doing the work to love and understand herself that she was ready to find healthy love. And she did. But she had to let go of the old stuff to get there. And so, too, do you.


BWL allows you to find love with another person by finding love for yourself first. It’s a get-out-of-jail-free card from needless suffering. After cultivating my own BWL, I went from feeling trapped to deciding that no matter what happened—whether I found someone else after Hector or I didn’t—I’d still be happy. It taught me to stop looking outside of myself for that happiness.


“When I first got sick, I had to figure out what really made me happy,” says V., a fifty-six-year-old community health advocate and blogger whose husband left her when she was told her multiple sclerosis had progressed to the most advanced stage. “I learned that a lot of what I was basing my life decisions on [were] things I didn’t believe. I felt like a fraud. In order to become the person I am now, I had to face hard truths and let go of the person I was. I reinvented myself by loving myself first and foremost.”


At first, V. did what she could to take care of herself with gentle exercise, a special diet, and going on “self-love” dates to the museum. Her condition required some of those things, but when she set out to practice Big Wild Love, she began peeling back the very layers of who she was. That meant questioning the core values she’d held for most of her life, from her traditional Italian upbringing and conditioning as a successful businesswoman (she’d earned her first million by age thirty), to her sexuality. Then she asked herself what truly made her happy and thriving. And what changes she needed to make to go from the woman she was to the woman she wanted to be.
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