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Introduction



Up and Up and Up


When I was rounding forty, my husband and I had dinner with our friend and his new girlfriend, a dewy-faced, twenty-nine-year-old Condé Nast worker who’d come straight from her spin class. Twisting her shower-fresh hair into a perfect knot, she sighed.


“All I do in my career is move up and up and up. It’s like every time I walk into the office, I get promoted.”


Shaking her head no to the server’s offer of bread and smearing a fingerful of Vaseline on her plump lips—at that age, a complete beauty routine—she added, “I’ll probably be publisher in the next couple of years.”


I remember thinking (as I buttered a second sourdough roll, thank you), I’m ten years older than this glowing go-getter and have never in my life moved “up and up and up.”


If you don’t know me, and however you found yourself with this book in your hands, I know I’m supposed to inspire you with how far I’ve come from my disadvantaged or troubled beginnings. How I’ve turned lemons into lemonade, or some boozy, sassy version: skinny margaritas, limoncello, Patrón Silver lemon drops. I know this from sampling influencer books and their intros. Not that I consider myself an influencer. I’m too old for that now, I’ve graduated to “thought leader.” (You’re never allowed to call yourself either of those things, by the way. But other people can.) Just like in acting, where the stages for a woman are ingenue, mom, district attorney, the online phases are influencer, thought leader, sea hag. I’m hoping to stay comfortably in the thought leader category for as long as possible before sprouting a tuft of hair from my giant face mole, living in an underwater lair, and eating children who frolic in the waves.


But anyway, I have to tell you what my existing audience knows: I’ve carved out a pretty great career, allowing for a #NoHomeworkLife that makes people say, “I want to be you when I grow up.” Because somehow, they got the impression I’m a grown-up. Supposedly, you’re one of those when you can drive. When you’re a parent. When you review your monthly cash flow on a spreadsheet. When you can open a bottle of wine. I check none of those boxes. Despite having waitressed and bartended, I’m even scared to pull out a cork. I fear the leverage will fling me across the room and I’ll break everything and spill the wine. I picture my husband sighing, “This is why we can’t have nice things.” I do have a grown-up marriage, unless you ask our building staff, who have seen us on the elevator camera punching each other’s crotches. We imagine them editing our antics into one extended “sizzle reel.”


In addition to hitting basic milestones of adulthood like creating new life and knowing how to roast a chicken, you’re now expected to: know your “Why,” face your fear, be a boss, unlock your purpose, live your passion, live your best life, be your best self, be of service, yet put yourself first—actually, that one, I’ve got in the bag! I should be more selfless but I’m told I should also stop “shoulding all over myself.”


If you don’t check the usual boxes either, or you’re far from the person you know you could be but are too resistant or just plain lazy to become, this book is for you.


It’s for you if…


… you’ve ever tanked relationships or sabotaged your career because something in you recoiled from success or being a responsible, fully developed human.


… you say “unpopular opinion” at the start of a post you hope will be wildly popular.


… you want to be your authentic, unselfconscious, live-out-loud self but catch yourself kissing the ass of someone you don’t like, or fake-laughing too loud, then thinking about it all day—whether everyone noticed, is now discussing it, and is taking turns reenacting it at a secret party you’re not invited to.


 


It’s for you if…


… you hate-follow old nemeses online, hoping they get enormously jealous of you.


… you’ve ever measured your worth by how many bartenders found you sexually attractive enough to let you blow them. (Just me?)


… you’ve ever joined a cringey self-help thing where you felt very much not yourself.


… or, you wake up with your mind racing about everything you should be doing but know you probably won’t do any of it.


 


I see you. I wrote a book for you.


No, I wrote it for me. Because I always wanted to write a book. But the fact that I actually did, and followed through to completion, should give you hope.


Born five days late, first make-out at fifteen, sprouted big tits at twenty-one, entered “slut phase” also at twenty-one—coincidence? First job-job at twenty-three, left the nest at twenty-six, first and last drag on a cigarette at twenty-eight, “rebellion boyfriend” from twenty-nine through thirty-two, married at thirty-seven, had kids at—wait for it—never.


I tried (and dropped) yoga in 2017, found my career groove at around forty-eight, and, at fifty, earned my first million dollars within a year. A mark I know most people never hit, but one I’d always drooled over and had seen many colleagues in the online space sail past by their thirties. Also at fifty, way later than most authors named as “late bloomers,” I sold my first book, which you’re reading. (Thank you!) In some fugue state of thinking I was a different me, I expected to crank out this puppy in a few months. LOLZ.


I’ve always felt behind, like I’m scrambling to catch up and can’t do life the way you’re “supposed to.” The signs were there at my preschool interview, where, my mother tells me, I sat on the floor saying, “Oh ship, oh ship” (Baby’s first obscenity) while trying—literally—to jam a square peg into a round hole. 


And that’s why it blows my mind that I’ve “made it”—without hitting the right achievements at the right life intervals; without wearing pantyhose, climbing a ladder, running ideas up a flagpole, or any of the other corporate rituals I was so unsuited for in my first jobs, working in my shrunken baby tees. (Hey, it was the ’90s, it was cool to dress like a seven-year-old with knockers.)


Essentially, I now get paid to be myself.


But I’m still a flaming hot mess of a human.


I miss deadlines. I pretend I missed your text. I’m late. Late to the Zoom call, late to the party—metaphorically and literally. (Unless I thought the party started an hour earlier. In that case, I’m practically on time.) I’m still forever teenager-weird about food and body image and rigid about my workout schedule. I still want my sixth-grade bully to see I’ve made it. I don’t clean or take care of things. I have sneeze marks on my laptop screen, sticky fingerprints on my glass desk, and coffee rings on the insurance paperwork I was supposed to do in 2018. I don’t get waxed. My nails are shit. And before you say boo about needing self-care, NAIL CARE IS NOT SELF-CARE. Neither is getting your pubes ripped out by the root. It’s a public service, a courtesy. One I rarely extend. I take a stand in my business about being fully me, like it or don’t, but desperately hope you do like it because being disliked, which I have been, leaves scars, the raised keloid kind that make people say, “What happened there?” I’m a coward. I still say yes, let’s get together, when I want to say no, let’s not. And then I try to wiggle out of it. (Rumi said, “We’re all just walking each other home.” I say, “We’re all dying for the other person to cancel so we can stay home.”)


If you’re raising your hand (and checking for a pit stain), you’re who Tough Titties is for.


And why “Tough Titties”?


First, because I say it a lot. Because, basically, I’m twelve.


Second, it evokes late-’70s, early ’80s, dirty, scuzzy New York, which I consider my point of origin, the shell out of which I rose in all my nerd glory. It gives top notes of terry-cloth halter top and roller skates, the waka-waka of Pac-Man, fear of getting mugged, vintage comic-book stores, Bloomingdale’s with Mom, hot sidewalk with a touch of urine.


Third, tits. I haz them. They’re a whole chapter. The titular one, if you will. (Told you I was twelve.)


Finally, “Tough Titties” is my favorite non-apology, the original “sorry not sorry.”


Want me to work nine to five? Tough titties.


Want me to have kids, like you do? Tough titties.


Want me to watch less TV? Tough titties.


Want me to close my eyes, take a deep breath, and then massage the person next to me at this conference? Yeah, hell no. Tough titties. Being touched by strangers who make intimate, piercing eye contact: one of many awful things I don’t love but am supposed to.


It turns out my stubborn refusal to be a “supposed to” person has gotten me right where I’m supposed to be, and, if you ask me, the same can go for you. That’s right: you can get ahead while feeling like you’re a giant step behind. And you can live your best life… even if you’re sometimes the fucking worst.


If you’re thinking my “it all works out” perspective comes from a place of privilege, you nailed it. White, cis, hetero, able-bodied, now dealing with crepey neck skin and other horrors of aging but still cute enough under good light and filters and, hello, camera angled from above, please. I also need to cite clean water, not living in a war zone, access to feminine hygiene products (though CVS is always out of the pantyliners for your thong). Plus, I had loving parents who put my finger paintings on the fridge and kept me on their insurance ’til the cutoff at age twenty-six. Lotta cushion for making questionable life choices and blowing opportunities, not to mention all those undeserving guys. (Yes, they get a chapter.)


Tough Titties is not an epic triumph of the soul or an instructional book. It’s less a how-to than a how not to, a permission slip to be your bad self if you don’t, can’t, or won’t follow the rules or timeline of “being your best self” and are tired of pretending to. What a strain.


My only instructions are, go ahead: screw up, take your time, go down that weird and windy path. Treat “supposed to” as a serving suggestion, not a federal law, and be who you are. Even if “who you are” doesn’t always fit in, and changes as often as the ports and charger inputs of your Apple products. (Seriously, Apple. What the fuck.)


And to you, the go-getter running laps around us, right on. You go! Get your gold star, check all the boxes, rise up and up and up. Order without me. I’ll meet you after.



















Part I














Deb Fishbone Likes This


Like most people who are “my people”—the former dweebs, bookworms, misfits who collected comics and wore sandals with floppy socks—I was bullied in sixth grade. We didn’t call it bullying then. But today’s definition easily applies to what Deb Fishbone did to me. Whenever I talk about Deb—in therapy, in my emails, on the stage (bullies are keynote gold!)—people ask, “So what happened to this buttmunch?” From her presence on social media, limited mostly to likes of major retailers, I can tell you this much: she grew up to be incredibly basic.


I’ve determined this, and seen her activity (Lululemon: Deb Fishbone likes this), because we’re “friends” on Facebook.


First, I know: Facebook is now less a social platform than an obit section for relatives, aging rockers, and pets. I also know Facebook friends doesn’t mean real friends. Lately, it seems to mean a green light to message me about my “health journey”—not on one, thanks!—so you can pitch me essential oils.


Still, it felt like a dork move to friend Deb Fishbone—who, if you were wondering, likes Zara, Saks, and Bed Bath & Beyond. Why friend someone who made my middle-school life pure hell? Someone whose year of organized cruelty had such lasting effects on my psyche, I credit her for all my shortcomings? I need outside validation because of Deb Fishbone. I get writer’s block and miss deadlines because of Deb Fishbone. I leave hair in the sink because of… you know it: Deb Fucking Fishbone—who likes The Container Store, and stole my best friend.


That best friend was Deb Yoveda, or Deb Y. In fifth grade, we’d been a unit. Sneaking off to seedy Times Square to play video games. Listening on repeat to Donna Summer’s “Love to Love You Baby” and screaming “Ewwww” at the part where she climaxed. When everyone was speaking a version of Pig Latin gibberish called “Idigoo Idigai,” we made up our own secret language, because fuck fads. We did everything together. And we had a pact: in sixth grade, we’d take Spanish together.


In assembly on the first day, the head of middle school told us, “If you’re taking French, sit on the left. If you’re taking Spanish, go to the right.”


I went to the right, claro. And Deb? She went to the left.


I looked around, confused, and saw her already sitting next to Deb Fishbone—or, as I called her, Mean Deb.


They clasped hands and raised them in the air like champions. “Yay, French!”


Looking right at me and cupping her hands around her mouth, Mean Deb called out, “Spanish is for losers!”


Como se dice what the fuck?


We’d been Laura and Deb. Now, they were Deb and Deb. Or, as one teacher called them, Deb Squared. (Adorbs!) I was booted from my friend group. No longer invited to Wednesdays at V&T pizza, to play Pac-Man at our hangout, Baronette Card Shoppe, not even to go buy leg warmers. I soon got a fake “secret admirer” letter that said I walked like a duck.


In chorus, two older girls pointed to the trash can and informed me, “You sing like that garbage.” Thinking it was a compliment, my sweet little sister reported the buzz from her second-grade classmates. “They said you’re a spazz!” Every day, kids snatched and tossed around my signature green felt hat—admittedly, a sorry fashion choice. As was the massive, metal-frame backpack I boasted was “for my slight scoliosis.” The lowest blow: Deb Squared spoke in Idigoo Idigai. “Didigon’t tidigell Lidigauridiga gidibabidigout thidige pidigartidigy.” (“Don’t tell Laura about the party.”)


I faked sick a lot. Hated school. At least once a day, I felt the “about to cry” sting in my nose like I’d walked into a plate glass door (something I’ve done many times).


Refusing to give up, I returned from our family trip to Mexico with little gifts for all my friends—and for Deb Fishbone. I’d had a vision of this gesture melting everyone’s hearts and possibly winning back Deb Y. As they walked away examining their souvenirs, I heard Deb F. say, “This is so stupid.”


Nothing, though, scarred thicker than the lunchroom incident. I’d just gotten back a short story I’d written for class called “Liddy and Me,” a purely fictional and NOT AT ALL autobiographical piece. It was about a New York sixth grader named “Liddy”—not Laura, because it totally wasn’t me—who’d become a social leper at school. Deb Fishbone could sniff out vulnerability like a truffle hog, and grabbed the story from me at lunch.


Over my protests—“Hey, that’s mine!”—she flipped through, selecting the perfect line to read aloud:


“‘I have good friends, but I feel like I’m losing them… slowly.’” She looked up, delighted. “Ohmigod, this is you!”


“Uh, no it’s not!” I said in a “duh” voice. “It’s fiction!” I felt panicked and exposed—like when someone opens the bathroom door on you right when you’re wiping. SOMEONE’S IN HERE!


This is why creating art is so risky! You couldn’t pick a more literal way to infect someone with the twin beliefs—those gleaming pillars of self-doubt—that “It’s not safe to be me” and “It’s deadly to be disliked.” I’m sure not all my insecurity comes from one line of my story being read out loud at lunch. But of all Deb’s offenses, this was the crown jewel.


So why, again, would I friend her on Facebook? Because a friend request said, “I’m the bigger person. Sixth grade? Don’t remember it.” As opposed to what it really meant: “I want you to see that I’m thriving and super cool, someone you should’ve been nicer to—and, most of all, I’m here to feed my revenge fantasy that your life turned out, if not a total shit-show, at least wildly unexceptional.”


There’s not much to go on, but I make do. Deb Fishbone rarely posts anything besides pics of her kid, winning at lacrosse. She’s tagged in the occasional girls’-night-out photo: angled three-quarters to camera (red-carpet style), one knee bent like everyone else’s in bachelorette-party formation; frizzy hair pulled back; workish glasses that make her look every bit the corporate stiff she became. She’s in insurance—something with auto accidents and trip-and-falls. She’s probably the one who trips you.


Mostly, all I’ve seen of her in my feed is her name—atop retail ads.


J.Crew: Deb Fishbone likes this.


Macy’s: Deb Fishbone likes this.


Shopbop, Revolve Clothing, Nordstrom’s: Deb Fishbone likes them all—as well as Eileen Fisher, H&M, Club Monaco, Gap, ASOS, and Sephora.


Deb Fishbone likes Starbucks and anything you can find at a mall. Money says she also likes dish towels that say “wine o’clock.”


I bet Deb Fishbone would like to go back in time and click Like on the things from when she was large and in charge. Deb Fishbone likes Reggie! Bars. Deb Fishbone likes ice-cream-cone shoelaces, satin jackets, the song “Jessie’s Girl,” and exclusive roller-skating parties. Deb Fishbone likes ribbon barrettes, aka friendship barrettes, but she’s not trading any with you, because Deb Fishbone likes everyone but you. Deb Fishbone likes ruining your life.


I like to picture a split screen: On one side of it, I’m with my husband and friends at an impossible-to-get-into restaurant, being sent a procession of off-menu dishes we didn’t order, “compliments of the chef.” By day, I’m under a sun umbrella, comfily propped on outdoor throw pillows, sipping a frosty summer drink and typing something that will earn abundant money, fame, and accolades. It’s a fantasy, go with it. And, by the way, if this fantasy sounds “girlboss” basic bitch, well, yeah, I’m a little basic, too. But is it basic if you’re aware of it?


Back in my vision, I smile at the laptop. A private joke to myself. The joke is about how good it feels to get paid for the exact thing I was bullied for: being me! Splice this imagery with scenes of me on stage in front of thousands, making them cry-pee-laugh with my signature talk. It opens with a story of how I stopped giving a shit about Deb Fishbone. Which, as you can tell, I totally did.


On the other side of the split screen is Deb Fishbone, sitting in a harshly lit office, in a depressing office park. She’s neck-deep in reports she was supposed to look at weeks ago, staring into a bleak Dell computer. Botox keeps her brow from furrowing, but it’s bad Botox, which makes her face look like a melting candle. (I saw this on a former boss who fired me. The schadenfreude is too delicious not to graft the same cosmetic mishap onto Deb Fishbone.) She abandons a work email to browse for a jewel-toned cardigan that will look good with her nondescript black pants on Casual Friday. A popup tells her, “Like us on Facebook.” And so she does.


Liking things on Facebook: Deb Fishbone likes this.


It’s not the things she likes that make her basic. (I myself order way too often from Shopbop: easy returns, peel-and-stick label.) It’s more the constant, robotic liking. The bland, unoriginal obedience. One day, you’re the alpha of sixth grade, deciding everyone’s fates. Who’s invited to the birthday party, who stays home in loserville watching reruns of Diff’rent Strokes. Next, you’re clicking a thumbs-up button because a department store told you to.


I know: I’m still not over this shit? My life is great! Deb Fishbone’s is irrelevant. So is what she did when we were tweens collecting Hello Kitty erasers.


The key to creativity, business, art, self-expression, any kind of success I value, is to remind yourself that life is not sixth grade. In fact, it’s the opposite. Standing out is where it’s at. Samey and “normal” are the kiss of death, and only the weird survive. And once you’re a grown-up, one person disliking you can’t destroy you. Unless they sue you. Which is why I’d never use Deb Fishbone’s real name. Except, of course, in my private daydreams of her dull, dopey existence… which are totally sixth-grade-bitch of me, but hey: it’s my turn.


And while it’s my turn, how fun is it to imagine that, this very moment, someone who once tortured you for so much as wearing the wrong jeans is probably Googling “How to be more unique”?


Obviously, the evolved thing is to stop scrolling. Unfollow. Have compassion for the miserable child Deb F. must have been to deliberately cause me pain. I should wish her love and light. Bless and release. Stop giving energy to people who’ve wronged me.


Biiitch, what fun is that? My pettiness gives me energy.


Sure, it’s helpful to drop our ancient stories of why we’re so needy/guarded/people-pleasing/controlling/cheap/unemployable/slovenly, or selfish. Why we’re addicted to Häagen-Dazs, bad with money, bad at relationships, or bad at follow-through and social skills, or can’t figure out the cable remote. No one wants to be the bore saying, “I wish I had the courage to live my dreams and be my best self, but I’m emotionally hobbled from being picked on in 1980.” At the same time, there’s joy in privately creeping on someone who once made you feel less-than and now looks to be a big nothing-sandwich of a human. I say, troll away. Hate-follow all the fuckheads: bosses who fired you, posers who trigger you, flings who never called. My hope for you is that their lives look every bit as unremarkable as you dreamed, and that the occasional scroll through their blah beach vacation at a timeshare—one they were probably suckered into and now regret—is as satisfying as successfully plucking a barely surfaced chin hair. Especially if it’s some dodo who once made your life hell and now likes Jennifer Fucking Convertibles.


Nope, I’m still not over this shit.


And Deb Fishbone likes this.














How to Be Popular


A few weeks into ninth grade, to fit in better, I went out and bought a wood file (as one does). The guy at the hardware store asked if I was going to bake it into a cake and help spring someone out of prison. Ha ha, no. I mumbled something about a woodwork thing. A dollhouse for my sister? I didn’t want to explain it was for my shoes. I know—file? For shoes? To fit in? I’ll get there.


For context, I had just switched schools, from the relaxed, progressive, Upper West Side school I’d been at since preschool to a traditional, more academic all-girls school on the Upper East Side. They were as far apart as you could get, both in city blocks and vibe.


My parents had switched my sister the year before. She cried for days. Lots of slamming doors and wailing about her friends. They wanted to get her into a more focused environment before it was too late. For me, I guess they figured the damage had been done. I was in seventh grade, might as well finish out middle school.


When the time came, I went willingly. Deb Fishbone had lifted the ban on me in seventh grade when she’d discovered that my home, across the street from school, was the perfect place to catch General Hospital. Even so, I had no solid friend group to be torn about leaving behind.


I was part of a small exodus of high-school-bound nerds who wanted to go where it was cool to be smart. At my old school, where I had gone upstairs to take advanced algebra with the juniors and seniors, the popular girls only talked to me when they wanted help with their homework. And then they’d go back to demonstrating how to apply eyeshadow that matched a feather earring.


I started touring more academically rigorous schools, most of them on the ritzy, polished Upper East Side. In my first interview, the admissions officer asked me what I liked to do after school. “Besides homework,” she winked. I told her I liked art museums. I hated them. They made me tired, and still do. I get a thing I call “museum feet.” But when you’re trying to get into a fiercely competitive school, you don’t tell them your primary extracurricular is “hours and hours of Donkey Kong.”


“Wonderful,” she said, crossing her legs. We sat in opposite-facing stuffed armchairs. “New York has such terrific art museums. Who’s your favorite artist?” This was like when you lie to someone that you were in the Marines, and they ask, “What platoon?”


“I like… Calder?” My parents had bought a bunch of his lithographs when he died. The walls of our Upper West Side apartment were splashed with red, yellow, blue, and orange blobs. “And, um… Rothko and Picasso, I like?” I had a framed Rothko poster in my bedroom, and in the foyer hung a “Picasso,” a far-fetched copy my dad had painted for my mom to focus on when she was in labor with me. The interviewer asked what I liked about those artists, and I guessed: The colors? And fun shapes?


I didn’t get in. Lesson learned: If you’re going to lie, you have to be super specific.


I also spent a day at one of the big, smart schools up in Riverdale, with a campus, and found it intimidating. A girl from my old school, who’d gotten skinny, pretty, and outgoing since switching to this one, was bent over with nothing but a towel around her waist, disingenuously yelling “Look at my fat rolls” when I toured the locker room. In classes, while the boys raised their hands to answer questions, the girls twirled their hair, the way flirty females did on TV.


At the school I ended up going to, I saw blond hair and thin, prim lips on girls studying in the library. At the other all-girls schools I’d visited, the students paired their kilts with tauntingly perfect Ralph Lauren button-downs, sleeves rolled up their hairless arms just so, along with jewelry and makeup. Even in their uniforms, they were too glam for me. At my new school, however, the girls were refreshingly bookish and plain—true to a very-last-century saying I would later hear: “School X and School Y girls grow up to marry doctors and lawyers. School Z girls (that was my new school) grow up to be them.” These girls raised their hands in class. They bounced with anticipation at the elevator, which I found overly school-eager, if also comforting. At a place like this, even if I was The Jew, I wouldn’t be The Nerd. I spent a day and felt at ease. But when I got there, I had some adjusting to do.


My old school had been informal and wacky, a 1970s experiment made of concrete, glass, and leniency. Because it looked like a TV, people called it “The TV School,” but officially, it wasn’t even called a school. It was a “Learning Center.” Homerooms were “clusters,” homeroom teachers were “cluster advisers,” and classrooms were “areas,” as there were no walls to separate them. We called teachers by their first names: Eva, Jim, Suki, George, Jodi, Shelley. As in, This year, I’m in Shelley’s cluster. Or, George yelled at me in health ed. He’s a dick!


When our communications teacher announced an assignment, the hot girl, Carney, would let her striped boatneck tee slip to show her bra strap as she raised her hand and protested in a breathy purr. “Um, Larry, I don’t think it’s fair that you gave us so much homework.”


“Uh, okay,” Larry would agree. At my old school, education was a dialogue.


At my new school (established 1883), you started French in fourth grade and Latin in sixth, wore uniforms through eighth, couldn’t talk in the elevator if there were more than six people, and had the same gym teachers who’d taught my mother in the 1950s. Those gym teachers were over seventy, and their names started with “Miss.” I’d never even called a parent “Mr.” or “Mrs.” I was nervous about calling teachers by their last names. Or getting a feminist teacher and forgetting it was “Ms.”


At my old school, there had been no cafeteria. Just a lunchroom, where we’d eat sandwiches our parents had packed into our Fonzie, Charlie’s Angels, or Muppets lunchboxes, which later gave way to more mature brown paper bags, which we dispensed with as soon as we hit seventh grade. That’s when we were allowed to leave the building to score bagels at H&H. At my new school, the cafeteria offered individual Cornish game hens, a salad bar that included a very good Oriental sesame beef, goose liver pâté, triple-cream cheeses left over from the Thursday trustees meeting, and a thing called “Joey rolls.” These were addictive, croissant-like rolls made by the assistant chef, Joey. We clustered around him like pigeons when he put out a fresh bowl.


The mascot of both of my schools: the Beaver. Take that in: ALL-GIRLS SCHOOL. BEAVER. And they were all about the beaver. For the centennial year, they handed out pins: “100 Years of Eager Beavers.” The school’s crest had beavers. The literary magazine was called The Beaver. At an assembly, the magazine’s editor in chief famously announced a “big Beaver meeting after school.” In the earnest spirit typical of our school, she added, “All Beavers welcome!”


My old school—to use a term that wasn’t yet un-PC or un-woke because neither had been invented—was what we’d then call jappy (meaning, Jewish American Princess-y). My new school was preppy. Not that my old school wasn’t, also. This was the age of the flipped-up polo collar. The perfect white tee under a Benetton sweater vest. But my new school embodied prep in the old-money, drive-a-beat-up-Volvo-in-the-Hamptons-and-don’t-show-how-rich-you-are way.


My old school was children of orthodontists; my new school was children of the Pilgrims. At my old school we came back from summer camp; at my new school they returned from Switzerland. On my first day, I heard one classmate say of yogurt, “All summer in Europe, I ate nothing but.”


At the new school you dressed to show how long you’d been there. Starting in ninth grade, there was no real dress code. Those who’d attended elementary and middle school had waited years to ditch their uniforms and wear jeans, cords, any pants. East End Avenue, right by the East River, could be a cold, windy place. Still, some girls in my class voluntarily came to school in their old uniforms. Not the recent one, that wasn’t cool. Cool was a collector’s item you owned if you’d been there forever: a navy, pleated skirt that had been discontinued. You wore it really short, a little frayed and beaten up, dotted with a mix of Adam Ant and Duran Duran pins or just plain safety pins for rebellious flair. A look you might call “legacy punk.”


I couldn’t do the uniform, but I could work on my shoes. Having learned the perils of not fitting in at my old school, I was determined to sew myself into the social fabric of this one. The most urgent place to start was on my feet. The real mark of status in this prepster motherland was, How scuffed are your boat shoes? Beat-up brown leather boat shoes were it. Even better if they were handed down from your older sibling who was now off at Choate. You could wear Docksiders, or you could wear L.L. Bean Bluchers, pronounced BLUE-kers. If you called them “BLUE-chers,” you were someone’s embarrassing mom. And if you wore them, you had to have the leather laces curled up on the ends in a spiral dongle thingy I had no idea how to make.


I bought Docksiders, and realized as soon as I got them home that they looked wrong. They were too new, just like my Danish Schoolbag. You didn’t call it that. You called it a “Chocolate Soup Bag,” after the Upper East Side store where most kids bought theirs. Those of us on the West Side, the crosstown bus girls, bought ours at a Columbus Avenue store called Mythology. No one called it a Mythology Bag, though. The scrappy, less-posh Upper West Side wasn’t a point of reference. Since these had been “in” for at least a year, everyone else’s Chocolate Soup Bag was threadbare and floppy. Mine was factory fresh, to match my glaringly virginal shoes.


Their leather was bright, stiff, unblemished, and a little orangey? I didn’t have a summer to acquire a patina by wearing them around my dad’s sailboat on Cape Cod. I didn’t have a dad’s sailboat, or the kind of dad who sailed, or a family cottage on Cape Cod, the Hamptons, or any place with sand dunes. Our country house was a suburban ranch home in Stamford, Connecticut, where my mother’s parents had retired and died. The spare rooms were occupied by surgical-store, flesh-colored old-people gear. Crutches, walker, folding cot, a terrifying commode. The kids at the swim club were all local and on the diving team. Their hair was bleached not by sun and surf, but by chlorine, and anyway, I didn’t know them. I can hardly whine about growing up with the wrong weekend home, but I envied my new classmates’ access to chumminess and salt-air corrosion.


I coveted the weather-beaten luster of belonging. Of having put in your years, and being comfortable in your skin—or in your leather, leather which was impossibly soft and broken in. It was the look of not trying. You don’t have to try when you’ve had sunny afternoons riding rusted bikes to get ice cream at a wharf, with kids you’ve known since preschool. The question was, how to fast-track the process.


My efforting was transparent. I was the picture of wanting and pushing. That’s the picture you put behind the other pictures, because trying too hard is not pretty. But then, most of us are trying too hard. Especially to look like we’re not trying at all. Not trying is a multibillion-dollar industry. We have warring best sellers about not giving a fuck. Every morning, we who make a living on the Internet scroll through our camera rolls faced with a riddle: How can I be extra-authentic today? How can I be the poster child for ease? How can I express, in a fun, fresh way, my fucks are all gone, come back tomorrow, we’re fresh out of fucks? I believe zero of the people who claim they give zero fucks. Announcing it means you give at least a partial fuck. Me, I’ve always given more of a fuck than I’d like.


Here are some ways I fucked up at not giving a fuck at my new school, in the form of handy dos and don’ts I’d like to hand thirteen-year-old me for this adventure (they’re all don’ts) and to you, too, because, P.S., we’re all still thirteen. 


DON’T Be a Grind


There were two things you didn’t want to be called in our class. The first was a grind, someone seen as doing too much homework. Yes, you were supposed to be smart, but effortlessly so.


From day one, I got pigeonholed as a grind, which was unfair. I wasn’t used to the volume of homework, so I sat at my desk during free periods—for some reason with my bulky CB ski jacket on, which is the quintessential look of “not at ease”—in a frantic attempt to keep up. What was I supposed to do, not hand in my homework? Do a bad job and get a C? That wasn’t cool, either.


Asking for an extension or skipping school to work on your paper, or (god forbid) asking a classmate for help, were all considered cheating. And even worse than being a grind was being a cheat. When word got around that I’d asked a fellow student for help with my biology worksheet, our class prefect, an A+ student named Josie, who only ate carrot and celery sticks at lunch, got on the case. She rounded up a group of classmates, including some I badly wanted as friends, and confronted me in an empty classroom about my cheating. On the wall, the portrait of a former headmistress looked on sternly as if she’d give final say. I ugly-cried and said all those things people say on the show Intervention: “This is an ambush, I’m out of here.” Which was it? Don’t work too hard, or do work hard?


The same lose-lose proposition exists now. There’s hustle culture, where serial entrepreneurs like Gary Vaynerchuk, aka Gary Vee, appear on every platform to scream at you to prioritize work over all else (but also, be kind to yourself). Everywhere I turn, there’s Gary, finding time in his jam-packed day to tell me I’m not doing enough. On YouTube, he’s telling me to put out sixty-four pieces of content daily. On LinkedIn, he says to skip dinner with the family. Better yet, skip Christmas! But don’t skip TikTok! Oh hi, Gary, there you are on Instagram in a repurposed video from 2009, literally telling me to work ’til my eyeballs bleed and to stop watching Lost. Guess what: I started watching Lost because Gary Vee told me not to. (And then I stopped all on my own because it was too stupid after they got off the island.) I keep expecting Gary Vee to appear behind me in the bathroom mirror. Boo! Caught you going after a chin hair instead of going after your dreams!


Then there’s anti-hustle culture. Do what brings you joy! Work smarter, not harder. Get in flow and alignment, choose ease. Sure, sign me up. Problem is, sometimes I have to work all day to get the things I want. But that’s too hustle-y to broadcast (except here, I guess, in this book). Relaxed: good. Strenuous: bad. You’re not supposed to show the pushing. You’re supposed to show the hammock. If you’re on your laptop all day, it’d better be at the beach. (Caption: “My office for the day!”)


It’s as confusing now as it was back then. I guess if you’re a grind, go be a grind, but don’t look like one. Work in a bikini, not your puffy coat.


DON’T Be a Climber


Worse than grind was being called a climber. I was that, too. As soon as I could, I brutally ditched my nerd group and started sitting with the popular girls. Yasmin, a classmate who wore a full arm of Fiorucci bracelets and overused the phrase “This summer in Monte Carlo” (serving up a throat-clearing French r every time), tried to muscle in at the cool table, too.


It hadn’t taken me long to figure out Yasmin was a pushy wannabe. On the first day, she told me, in her continental accent—giving each word a clap of the hands—“You must, come, see, my shoe, collection, I’m like Imelda, Marcos. But with even, more, shoes.” The way she spoke, you expected all her sentences to end with “darling.” She lived in a Park Avenue hotel with her family and two hairless cats who looked like they disapproved of the thread count. She was a modern-day Eloise, if Eloise (a) had a credit card to use freely at Benetton and Bloomie’s yet never paid you back after you covered her frozen hot chocolate at Serendipity, and (b) summered on the French Riviera at a beach club favored by French Royals, tax dodgers, and lesser members of Wham! Whenever the song “Forever Young” played on the radio in our homeroom, Yasmin put her hand to her heart and sighed, “Ohhhh, this was my song with my boyfriend in Monte Carrrrrlo.” We heard from credible sources that said “boyfriend” was an unreciprocated crush Yasmin kept pushing into the pool.


Yasmin’s worst offense was her bald social ambition. She was always saving a seat for someone higher-ranking. “You can’t sit here,” she warned when we entered math class, her hand covering the chair next to her. “This seat’s for Mandy.” Here was everything I didn’t want to be. My humiliating, socially desperate shadow self.


When Yasmin headed with her foie-gras-loaded lunch tray toward our table—at least that’s how I thought of it, “ours”—I rolled my eyes and sighed, “Oh boy. Look who’s trying to sit with us.” One of the popular girls, who wore the coveted, shabby-chic vintage uniform and whose family had a real Renoir in the TV room, said, “No offense, Laura, but who are you to sit here, either?”


And so, I did what any confident, strong, self-respecting young woman would: got up and started my own table, where all were welcome. The nerds, the dorks, the grinds, the climbers, the other new girls. Ha, as if ! What I did was let my face turn red, butter a Joey roll, and continue to wedge myself into that same table as if no one had said anything. Baller!


DON’T Openly Compare Grades


At my old school, when the teacher handed back a test or paper, everyone would ask, “Whadju get?” We answered each other freely. “98.” “73.” “Failed! Got a 51!” When smarts aren’t currency, grades aren’t personal. It was as if everyone had received a single jelly bean, and then asked each other, “What flavor did you get?”


At my new school, the first thing we were handed back was an algebra test. “Whadju get?” I asked the classmate next to me. She, like everyone else in the class, had carefully folded over the top corner of the test page, covering the grade. She gave me an aghast look as if I’d just asked her, “How much money does your family have?” or “Can I see your vagina?”


“That,” she said, sliding her test paper an extra inch away and curving her arm around it as a shield, “is none of your business.”


Correct. And I love info that’s none of my business. In the online-entrepreneur world, publicly sharing your income is considered vulnerable, transparent, and authentic—the holy troika of trustworthy brand traits—and I guess I’ve always been suited for that trend. I’m comfortable in a “whadju get” kind of culture. Once I had a million-dollar year, I myself wrote several articles with some version of “I Made a Million Dollars” in the title. It’s tacky and gauche, but the sort of headline that gets clicked on and shared—and shows people what’s possible for them. So I went with it, even as I imagined my mother cringing and these former classmates circulating my articles with a cluster of eyeroll emojis.


So maybe don’t ask for anyone else’s grade, but feel free to share your own. Just read the room first, and know that even in the “right” room, some people might give you shit.


DON’T Home-Distress Your Shoes


I thought I had the answer. In the same spirit of hope with which I now bring home any new, expensive face cream promising “rapid cell turnover” and “collagen repair,” I pulled that brand-new wood file out of the paper bag, nested one of my spankin’-new Docksiders on my lap, and went to work. I was determined to have preppy, weather-beaten footwear by dinnertime.


I attacked those spotless genuine leather uppers from every angle for several hours in front of the TV.


Result? Drumroll please… and… Ta-da! They looked psychotic. Like a mama tiger had read them as a threat to her cubs. Or, simply, like they’d been filed. Light crosshatching all over dark brown hide: it was a look. I had begged my mom for the Docksiders, so I had to wear them to school—where they drew the question, “What happened to your shoes?” I said they got scuffed, which was not a lie.


Despite my fumbles, I was at least liked enough to assemble what felt like a respectable “group of friends” for my birthday party in late October. That’s fast work for a new girl, the equivalent of a Top Chef Quickfire Challenge. You make do with what you’ve got in the time allotted. I nervously called a list of girls that felt socially aspirational but not a huge reach. No queen bees, no top Beavers. They said yes and showed up with good gifts: stacks of rubber bracelets, 45s of “Safety Dance” and “Puttin’ on the Ritz.” I felt reasonably popular.


Safe to say, though, no one had been won over by my trying-too-hard shoes. But you know what? Who gives a fuck?
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