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            DISCLAIMER

         

         This book is a collection of every bad mood I’ve ever had. Every fight, every breakdown, every moment lost. A map of every place I lost control because of some insignificant bump—a look, a comment, a thought. A list of every night I wasted in stress, in tears, in hate, in judgment, and every morning I squandered—missing the sunrise, the smell of the coffee, the warmth of my husband, the simple blessing of waking up—because something didn’t feel right. It’s a collection of all those moments, all those emotions, all the tiny, insignificant triggers that pushed me into them, and what I learned from it all.

         After five years, a finished book, and hundreds (thousands?) of bottles of wine, I am still a moody woman. A woman who feels things deeply—the sting of a remark, the bite of a bad day, the pain of an unflattering photo. I am still passionate and sensitive and, at times, fragile. I still want to turn back some days, scream into the void, and smash the life I’ve constructed in a fit of anger. The difference now is that I am no longer controlled by these urges, these feelings, these thoughts. I am no longer a woman ruled by her moods.

         I am no longer a woman who walks through the door ready to burst. A woman who assumes the moods of others, absorbing them and passing them off as her own. A woman who reacts and retaliates and rewinds scenarios like worn-out cassette tapes. No. None of that anymore. Now I expel. I radiate. I pass through. I know what my moods are—what provokes them, irritates them, and assuages them—and because I know what they are, I know how to transform them. Into love. Into compassion. Into good moods that collect and gather and make up a good life.

         Five years ago, when I was younger and blonder and on track with the idea I had in my mind of where and how things should be, life was not good. It didn’t get good, and I mean really good, until about six months ago, when this book was almost finished and I was sitting in my bedroom in my apartment in Brooklyn and realized I hadn’t fought with my husband in over a year. I mean really fought, the way we used to, when I felt attacked and would say something so unnecessary, so wounding, I was surprised he never left me. And when I realized I no longer spent hours fretting over an unreturned text message or a cyst on my chin. When I went home for my twenty-ninth birthday and didn’t spend the Amtrak ride back obsessing over a comment my mother made. It took a while because I had to go through each mood, find out what it was telling me, and practice on it, again and again, but I finally did it. And as I sit here now, reveling in the newfound comfort of knowing myself and the feelings that pulse through me, I can’t stop thinking about how I would never have gotten here if it hadn’t been for a stranger in a bar.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We met by chance on a cold, wet night in the middle of January. I was twenty-four, had just moved in with my boyfriend (now husband), and was miserable. Not sad. Not depressed. Just full of a white-hot agitation. There was something stirring at the bottom of my soul. Something had latched on and wouldn’t get off.

         I couldn’t go back to the apartment this way. Not after last week, when I’d felt the same heaviness, arrived home under the same cloud, and yelled at Jay over the dishwasher. “You unpack it so aggressively,” I said. We’d only moved in together three months earlier and I was already sabotaging it. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I just be happy? These were the questions that plagued me as I walked up from the fluorescent underground of the subway onto the dark streets of Brooklyn. I needed to find something to soothe me, to knock off whatever had clamped itself to me. The only solution I could think of was alcohol, and the only bar I knew was five blocks past our apartment. Walking past my building, head down against the cold and the possibility of running into Jay or the doorman, I opened the heavy metal door with the neon sign above it, and that’s when I saw her.

         She had auburn hair, short and curled. She wore a mauve skirt and black pumps and was sitting alone nursing a martini. She wasn’t beautiful in a traditional New York, supermodel way. I don’t even remember what her face looked like. All I remember is that I couldn’t stop wanting to catch a glimpse of her. She had what people describe as “an aura.” She was one of those women you pass on the street and momentarily transplant your consciousness to and imagine going home to their world. Their beautiful house. Their handsome husband. Their perfect life. I bet she never feels like this, I thought. I bet she goes home to her boyfriend and lovingly asks how his day was, gliding through the apartment, unfazed by the work emails pinging on her phone. I bet she lets things go with ease. Comments, texts, thoughts rolling off her like drops of water.

         She was only a few stools down from me, and when I brought out my book to pretend to read, I heard her say something. Assuming it was meant for someone else, I ignored it. But there was no reply, and when I looked up, she was staring at me. The radiant girl. “I love that author,” she said again, smiling. So I scooted over one stool and she did too and now we were one stool away from each other, talking. Her name was Joanne and she was VP of sales at a large technology company in Manhattan. I don’t remember much else she said about herself because I was too distracted studying her. She was confident and funny, sometimes loud during the punch line of a story, but absolutely charming. And that charm made her magnetic. And that magnetism created a different kind of elegance. Like a vessel of contained sunlight. All of these particles buzzing in perfect harmony.

         After two drinks, we’d moved on to the more personal stuff. Like where I’d met my boyfriend. What my favorite book was. And why I was drinking two double whiskeys on a Monday night alone in a bar. She told me she was treating herself to a celebratory cocktail after closing a client. I took another sip and told her I was avoiding going home. That I just wasn’t feeling like myself. I told her it was too difficult to explain. When she asked me to “just try,” I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Maybe I could try to explain it to myself. So I told her how the past few years I’d gotten everything I wanted—an apartment, a partner, a career in New York—yet I couldn’t stay happy about it. How no matter how hard I tried, I kept breaking down, lashing out, ruining things. How it felt like the older I got, the less control I had over myself. How I was angry even when there was nothing to be angry about. Stressed even when I didn’t need to be stressed. Annoyed, irritable, and tense even though life was good. And I had no idea why.

         When I’d finished, my drink untouched, hers half-gone, she was just sitting there, looking at me. My mind began to race. Did she think I was crazy? Had I shared too much? Was I scaring her?

         “You feel it too,” she finally said.

         “Feel what?” I asked.

         “These moods.”

         Is that what these were? These feelings I couldn’t shake? These moments of tension, sensitivity, and despair? She didn’t tell me I was stressed. Didn’t tell me I needed a new boyfriend or a new job. She didn’t tell me I was crazy. She had what I had. She felt it too. There’s light in the words I feel the same way. There’s sanity in a diagnosis. Together, those two things altered something in me, tightened a screw that stopped the shaking. I have moods. It was declaration more than hypothesis. I didn’t care if what she said was right or wrong. Didn’t care if she was crazy, if I’d just happened to catch her on a good day. It wasn’t about her. It was about what she represented. Hope. Possibility. Change. There was something to measure. Something to observe, alter, and control. Walking out of the bar, dizzy from the whiskey and the revelation, I decided, then and there, that I would dedicate myself to figuring out these moods that ran through me.

What Are Moods?

         It’s the small, unassuming comments people make that change us. In fifth grade, Marla Cohen noted that I had “weird eyebrows.” This observation, made on a cafeteria bench beneath painted letters of the alphabet, shifted some angle in my existence so that for the rest of my life I will never be able to meet someone without observing their eyebrows. I will never be able to watch TV without noting the shape, the arch, the width of the actors’. I will never be able to look in the mirror without thinking about my own. Eyebrows are forever on my radar. Eyebrows, and now moods.

         Joanne’s remark in that bar, which to anyone else would seem so benign, so passing, unlocked an unconscious part of myself I’d never understood or paid attention to, but now, like eyebrows, I couldn’t stop seeing. Is that why my sister was acting so stressed and bitchy? Is she just in a mood? If so, does she know it? When will she be out of it? When I talked to my boss on the phone and she sounded different, tense, short, I wondered if she was in a mood. When the Starbucks barista’s disposition changed from friendly to terse between one latte and the next, I wondered if it wasn’t because I was a bad tipper, but if, like everyone else, he was just in a mood.

         I’d always been highly attuned to the energy of the people and places around me, always felt the subtle shift in affect the same way I felt the slightest drop in temperature. Now, as if overnight, my understanding of myself in relation to the world changed. It was lighter. Easier. Like finally learning the words to a song I’d been singing wrong for years. It all made sense. Knowing that other people’s moods were just as random and uncontrollable as mine lightened the load of my interactions. For the first time, I realized their moods might have nothing to do with me.

         That didn’t mean I didn’t still feel them. The more I paid attention to them, the more I saw how potent they were. How they leaked from one person to the next. How they hung in the air. How the slightest change in one person’s mood altered another’s. I watched how they leaked out of me, poisoning those near me. How my fumes wrapped around Jay’s neck, slid up his nose, and pulled him under with me. How his mood would then snake along and infect his mother on the phone. This is how it happens, I thought. How the world infects itself. One bad mood at a time.

         On the other side, I saw the charm and effect my good moods had. How when I was on form people opened up to me. How others gravitated to me the same way I had gravitated toward Joanne in the bar. How I could bring light and energy into a room, igniting it with my own spark. How the good moods danced and spun and transformed not just me but all those around me. How Jay fell in love with me, over and over again, when I was in a good mood. My good moods, I knew, were my best self.

         And when I was my best self, I was on track. I was doing things that were good for me and good for those around me. I was able to go to the gym, eat healthy, listen intently, be kind. But when I was in a bad mood, all of my worst sides came out. I was sullen and mean and quick with a jab. I was disconnected and withdrawn or overly heightened. I brought the opposite of light, shrouding the space around me in misery. I overreacted, acted out of impulse, misread everything, alienated those I loved, and always woke up with the nauseating question Why did I do that?

         Yet try as I might, I still didn’t understand what the bad moods were. Still didn’t know how to describe what was happening when I didn’t feel like doing something, going somewhere, or being some way because I was in a mood. Still didn’t know what was happening when the good mood was gone and the heaviness was back. They weren’t just emotions. They were wider and denser and more complicated than feelings like sadness or anger. They felt like something in between, like the aftereffects of emotions. The charge that stayed in the air after a bomb.

         Neuroscientists have confirmed that emotional responses last for only sixty to ninety seconds, so a mood, technically, is anything you feel after those ninety seconds. In My Stroke of Insight: A Brain Scientist’s Personal Journey, neuroanatomist Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor explained that when an emotion is triggered, a chemical is released by the brain and surges through the body. This is known as a physiological experience. Once ninety seconds have passed, the chemical component of that emotion is gone and the automatic, physiological experience of the emotion, is over. If the emotion is still present, however, that is a personal choice. It means we have chosen to let that circuit continue to run. Buddhist monk Pema Chödrön also believes an emotion that lasts longer than a minute and a half is no longer an automatic response, but a decision to keep igniting that thought, that emotion, over and over again. According to Chödrön, if you allow an emotion to exist for ninety seconds without judging, it will disappear. Like with all self-help advice, the scientists and Buddhists made it seem so simple: Let the emotion go and you won’t have the mood. Stop feeling the thing and move on. But it was so much more complicated than that. So much harder than that. I felt like the emotions came from nowhere, and before I realized what I was feeling, it was too late, I was already in a mood.

         I also didn’t understand why Jay didn’t feel them as often or as deeply as I did, and the longer we lived together, the more I believed moods were more a woman’s game. You could say women are predisposed to them. When brain scans were performed on men and women, a certain area of the brain lit up only in women when all participants were asked to clear their minds. This area of the brain, known as the paralimbic cortex, is used to filter emotional reactions to the environment, suggesting that even when women are at rest, their brains are registering and trying to process different emotional clues around them. Some researchers believe this is the reason for women’s intuition. That we never actually stop taking in our environment. That we are never actually at rest.

         Then there’s the fact that women’s brain function evolved differently from men’s in response to maternal needs. Our ability to attach emotionally, to sense emotionality in others, has helped us keep our children safe and propagate the species, while making us more prone to depression and anxiety. Neuroscientists have also confirmed that women retain stronger and more vivid memories than men, along with the ability to recall memories faster and with more intensity. This may be the reason women are twice as likely than men to experience depression and post-traumatic stress disorder.

         I also started noticing moods in everything I read about women. Every quote, every story, every interview seemed to have this underlying theme of emotional turmoil. When I read about Ingrid Bergman sitting at the pool, crying because although she had everything—fame, success, security—she still felt like she was exploding inside, I knew how she felt because I felt the same. When I heard Stevie Nicks sing about never being a calm blue sea, but always feeling like a storm, I realized moods were not some rare disease only I was afflicted with. Moods were part of being a woman.

         I knew this not just from what women said but from what people said about them. Journalist Jean-Paul Enthoven described French film star Françoise Dorléac as “beautiful, young, gifted, easy to laugh with, [with] a halo of anxiety around her.” F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote to his wife, “If I didn’t love you so much your moods wouldn’t affect me so deeply.” Director William Frye described Bette Davis as, “like so many great artists, a bundle of contradictions. On the one hand she could be a moody and petulant bully, who carefully cultivated inflexible opinions and fostered great hates. On the other she was a sensitive woman who—provided you were one of the few people she really liked—cared deeply about your health and happiness.”

         This was when Words of Women started. I needed a place to put down all I was finding, all I was learning, all that was helping me. In my lowest moment of despair, I started a blog. A place, a timeline, a holding space to keep track of all the words that were helping me. At least, that’s what I told myself, but I think I also wanted company. Because one of the biggest moods that had been plaguing me was loneliness. Perhaps insecurity disguised as loneliness. Not loneliness by default but loneliness deep down by choice. Whatever the true motive, I needed to share what I was finding. Because I knew how I’d felt when I met Joanne, when I realized I was not alone, when someone said I feel the same way.

         I only looked for women because I knew only women felt this. As Willa Cather said, “Only a Woman, divine, could know all that a woman can suffer.” For the first time I felt understood. These women, these brilliant, artistic, successful women felt the same way I did. Which is why I ended up calling the blog Words of Women. (It’s also why most quotes in this book are by women.)

         I didn’t just share a quote or an interview, but the story behind each woman. Because the story was what made the quote interesting. The story was what made it resonate. And then I started sharing how the quote helped me, how it filled the empty spaces, softened the ridges of loneliness and fear. When I started doing that, sharing my most intimate feelings, I knew I was onto something bigger than my own journey. I was helping other women understand their own feelings. I was interrupting their Instagram feed of models and airbrushed ads with something real, something that spoke to the challenges we were all facing. I was sending emails that weren’t filled with cookie recipes and advice for better skin care but were about my bad day, the anxiety I felt writing, and the quotes that were helping me through it.

         The more I read, saw, and heard about women, the more I understood that moods were a power as much as a curse. Good moods created a radiance, a magnetism, an aura that attracted people with the same strength and propensity that the bad moods repelled. They were two sides of the same coin. To get rid of my moods would mean to get rid of both the light and the dark, leaving me with nothing but white space, like one of those empty-shell women you meet who have no glow, no life, no spark to them. I didn’t want to get rid of my moods, I realized. I wanted to harness them.

Where Do Moods Come From?

         My good moods didn’t seem to come from anywhere. They felt like my natural state. When I was happy, I was myself. When I was in a bad mood, I was someone else. Good moods always felt the same, whereas bad moods always felt different—had different tastes, weights, degrees. There was the mood I felt when I passed an Instagram story of friends hanging out without me. That subtle shift, the change in me that lingered over something as innocent as a photo. Then there was the mood I felt when my aunt made a remark about my weight at Christmas. The words locking on to my soul and weighing me down in a different way. And then there was the mood at work, the one that bubbled up in the middle of the afternoon when I was tired of staring at my computer, when the thought of taking the crowded subway home created a restlessness I couldn’t shake. In recording all these moods, I noticed a pattern. These feelings, these bad moods, were always triggered by some thing. A photo. A thought. A comment. If my good moods were my natural state, then my bad moods were when something brought me out of it.

         I’d always been told to watch out for the big things in life. Death. Disease. Poverty. Those were the things that could hurt me. Those were the things that brought misery and suffering. Those were the things that could ruin my life. No one ever told me about all the small things. The plane delays, the subway commute, the adult acne. The aggressive emails and rude comments. The photos, the wrong angle in the mirror, the thoughts of yesterday and tomorrow. All the tiny things that nicked and scratched me daily, my wounds never healing, scabs never forming. After all these years I started to understand it. It wasn’t about my moods. It was about my triggers.

         My triggers were the unique set of things that had the power to push my buttons. If I could avoid my triggers, I could avoid the emotions that would follow. For a while, I tried to avoid all the things I knew triggered me. I got off social media. I called my mom less often. I changed jobs. I changed haircuts. But getting rid of one trigger only unveiled another one. The less I went on social media, the more beautiful girls I noticed at bars, in magazines, on billboards. The less I spoke with my mom, the more comments from Jay or my boss or some friend bothered me. The less I commuted, the more I ran into things at home I couldn’t stand.

         Triggers, I realized, couldn’t be avoided. They were part of the experience of life. They were unchangeable, immutable, unavoidable. Psychologists define triggers as stimuli that prompt the recall of a traumatic memory. Mood experts, psychologists, and scientists have also defined moods as responses to feelings triggered by events. Even though whatever triggered the emotion is gone, the mood is still there. Moods weren’t just about understanding my emotions, but the triggers that prompted them.

         I finally understood that moods didn’t come out of thin air. That the feelings that plagued me, the anxiety, the anger, the fear, the hurt, didn’t come from some unknown place within, but from these small, mundane triggers outside. And the triggers weren’t making me miserable, my reactions to them were.

         I couldn’t do anything about a delayed plane. A crowded subway. A pimple on my wedding day. The only things I could control were my perceptions and reactions to the random, unpleasant circumstances. Because I can’t always stop what happens to me. The events of life are too unpredictable, indeterminable, and unchangeable. My triggers were lessons. Reminders. A buzzer that went off when I hit something in myself that needed attention. A sharp corner that would keep cutting me until I learned my way around it.

         Unlike Elizabeth Gilbert or Cheryl Strayed, my journey did not take me to ashrams and through desert plains, but across an isolated span of time in New York City. Five years wandering throughout the dirty, mundane crevices of reality. The female experience. The small things that hurt me, poked me, and wounded me. The comments, the unreturned texts, the fights, the zits, the delays. The triggers of my life.

         Throughout this book, I’ll take you on my own personal voyage into the depths of my emotions, to uncover the hidden meaning and underlying truths behind each mood that kept me from living my best life. Each of the following chapters features a moment in time over the past five years. A moment when I caught myself mid-mood. When some event, some tiny, seemingly insignificant thing nicked me and I was able to notice it, record it, and understand it enough to identify it. Over the following days, weeks, months, I’d study it. Dissect it. Practice on it. Because even though that specific moment was gone, another one like it would come. I tried techniques to use the next time I felt a similar way, a similar mood, a similar trigger. I borrowed advice from doctors, psychologists, and hundreds of the women I’d read about. And the ones that stuck with me, the ones that I still use today, the ones that I know work, that can kick a mood out before it begins, are the ones I’m going to share with you.

         Within the past five years I got married, lost friends, gained new ones, started a new job, moved apartments, and fought with my fiancé in the middle of Bloomingdale’s. In these moments, however, I was unlike I’d ever been before—aware. Observing my pain while living it. Analyzing my responses while regretting them. Sliding into a mood while marking it. And in being aware of the moods that overtook me, the feelings that passed through me, I acquired something I never had before: distance. And with that distance, I was able to study myself.

         Before, I had just fallen into moods. I would wake up to find myself drowning in the middle of them. Now I was standing beside myself, examining them. Yes, I am feeling this, I’d think. But why? What’s it trying to tell me? By questioning what I once thought were natural reactions to natural feelings, I started to grasp the underlying issue. The deeper, more rooted problem. A problem that would continue to occur in various forms until it was fixed. And after so much time, so many moods, so much distance, I transformed from a sensitive, insecure, moody woman to a woman who can now conquer, move through, and accept the worst moments of life, transforming them into knowledge, power, and calm.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE MOOD:

            THE PAST AND FUTURE

         

         
            Symptoms include: dissociation, running thoughts, and repeated usage of the phrase I’m so stressed.

         

      

   


   
      
          

         It was the Tuesday after Memorial Day. Jay and I had just gotten off the subway in Brooklyn, slightly tanned, pulling our suitcases behind us. The air was warm, a cool breeze carrying the last farewell of winter and the aroma of the flowers, now beginning to bloom, mixed with the dirt and sweat of New York, creating that undeniable scent. The smell of possibility. I’d just begun writing this book, and though I had no deal or agent or idea that it would someday be published, the future lay in front of me like a calm sea. I forgot that my mind, like the sea, could turn. That moods, like storms, rolled in even on the calmest of days.

         On the way back to the apartment we’d decided to pick up some ingredients for dinner: milk, steak, and a tomato. Jay offered to go inside, fighting the crowds and maze of aisles, while I waited with the luggage. I remember standing there, the lower edge of my bum resting on the top edge of a fire hydrant, the two black suitcases next to me, thinking how lucky I was. Lucky to live in New York. Lucky to have a boyfriend who did things like run inside so I could stay outside. Lucky to be young, in love, and smelling the sweet air.

         Then my phone vibrated. I pulled it from my back pocket, swiping on an email notification. I was working for a marketing agency, and even though it was a holiday weekend, my boss wanted to know when I’d have next week’s presentation ready. The message was no more than ten words. Just one line. Yet the aggressive tone, less asking and more demanding, flipped a switch. Some small lever inside me set in motion a projector of thoughts, playing in quick succession like a silent film. I thought about how I didn’t want to go to work tomorrow. How everything—the commute, the emails, the meetings—would drain whatever peace I’d found during the weekend. I thought about the last presentation I’d given. The way my hands started to sweat and the way the client had that glazed-over look in their eyes. I thought about when Becky, my coworker, had pointed out the spelling mistake in my copy options. Becky was such a bitch. Or maybe she wasn’t. Maybe those spelling errors were why no literary agents were calling me back. Maybe this book was a bad idea.

         Jay’s reappearance startled me, rattling me out of my trance. For fifteen minutes I’d been trying to stand with good posture, trying to exude an aura of carefreeness, angled to my good side so he would walk out and remember why he fell in love with me. But in the midst of all my thoughts, I forgot about my plan, and when he appeared from the sliding exit doors, I was contorted, hunched over, my face in a snarl.

         “Thanks for waiting, Mother Teresa,” he joked.

         “Uh, yeah. Sure. Was it crowded?” I couldn’t help my tone. It was flat, like reading off a script for a play I didn’t want to be in.

         “Yeah, Jesus Christ. Like, is Whole Foods the cool place to hang now?” He was trying to make me laugh.

         “I guess so.” I drew my breath but instead of pausing, exhaled into another sentence. “Can we just get home already? I have a million things to do.”

         I could tell from the forlorn look on his face that I was catching him off guard, ripping him from the same trance I’d ripped myself from. “Jeez,” he said. “What crawled up your ass?”

         “I just want to get home,” I said, exasperated, exuding the opposite image of the one I wanted to portray. But I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t change course.

         “Good thing we’re almost there,” he said, speaking not to me but straight ahead at the five blocks in front of us, at the end of which our apartment sat. I knew what he was thinking. What the hell had happened? How had he walked through the door and come out the other side to a different woman? How had I gone from calm to stressed in under fifteen minutes? Nothing had happened, nothing besides a simple email anyway, yet everything was different.

What the Mood Is Telling You

         I didn’t know what had happened either. Two minutes earlier things were great. Spring had arrived like a cool glass of water and I had been grateful to be coming home to my apartment with the newly blossomed trees. Grateful to be in love. Grateful to be in New York. Grateful to have what I’d wanted for so long. Then, suddenly, everything was dark. The sweetness in the air was gone, the love I felt for Jay had dissipated, and the open horizon of dreams and possibilities felt like a vast desert I would never cross. Life felt hard and unfair and tight around my neck.

         By the time we got back to the apartment, I told Jay I was too exhausted to start cooking right away. Instead, I splayed myself on the couch, reflexively put on Netflix, and looked for something to distract me from the tidal wave of thoughts creating a pool of anger and resentment. It was too late. My calm spell from the three-day weekend had broken and I was in a tailspin. Everything I thought triggered some other thought about some thing I had to do.

         All the Things I Have to Do

         
	Have the perfect wedding—because people are driving and flying down for this.

            	Reproduce—but don’t get pregnant right away.

            	Be successful—but at a job that can handle you leaving when you do get pregnant.

            	Be healthy—but don’t waste too much money on organic groceries.

            	Be beautiful—but don’t spend all your salary trying.

            	Stop drinking alcohol—but also be more social.

            	Respond to those emails from work—and stop letting your inbox get so full.

            	Save money—or just stop spending money.

            	Pay the rent—which I pay too much for.

            	Pick up my prescriptions—and delete all the voice mails from Walgreens.

            	Buy a house—which is a pipe dream based on the amount I’m spending every month on rent.

         

The thoughts poured in one atop the other, the tension inside me mounting as I racked my brain for someone to blame—like I was trying to attribute every thought, every painful memory, every future problem to some person, some reason. I wouldn’t be stressed about getting pregnant if my mom hadn’t made those comments. I wouldn’t be worried about being beautiful if society didn’t make me feel this way. I wouldn’t have to pay so much in rent if Jay hadn’t picked such an expensive neighborhood. But all my arguments had holes. All my blame was misdirected. This was life, and none of it was anyone’s fault. When I’d exhausted all my deluded projections, I was left with nothing but myself and the realization that this was just my I’m so stressed about everything mood.

         I’d seen my mom get in this mood—usually when we were getting ready to go on a trip. She’d start obsessing over how messy the house was and how much work she still had to do, and how we were going to hit traffic on the way to the airport, which would mean we could miss our flight. We’d grown accustomed to ignoring her in this state, turning inward and steering clear when her voice grew stiff and affected. We didn’t dare offer help, for years past had taught us she didn’t actually need it and whatever task we’d do would lead to something else that was wrong or never right.

         Instead, we’d clench our backpacks or the car’s door handles and watch the blood roll from our father’s neck to his face, until he’d finally let out a scream asking her to chill out. But she couldn’t or wouldn’t, and now one stiff parent was two, and lying on the couch in my Brooklyn apartment, with Jay unpacking the groceries, I had that aching realization, the same one I had when I shouted and the voice that came out was strange yet all too familiar—I was turning into my mother.

         Unlike my mother, I found that my mood affected me at the end of trips, rather than the beginning. While she couldn’t shut off without sputtering, I couldn’t turn back on without jolting. Either way, we couldn’t adjust. We couldn’t move from state to state, event to event, moment to moment without tensing and reacting. It was like we kept getting caught in our own way, tripping and choking on our own thoughts. Only later did I learn this mood was anxiety.

         Anxiety is defined by the American Psychological Association as “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes.” Feelings about things that could happen. Things that will happen. “It’s funny,” Simone de Beauvoir said once, “how she’s scared of things in advance—quite frantically so.” Research shows that women worry twice as much as men, making us twice as likely to suffer from anxiety. Women are also more likely to make connections between bad events in the past and possible negative events in the future, a cognitive bias known as anchoring. There’s a story about Barbra Streisand that perfectly explains this phenomenon.

         In 1967 Streisand was at the height of her fame. She’d just finished filming Funny Girl and was touring for her new album. At a concert in Central Park she forgot the words to a song, freezing in front of 150,000 people. Whether anyone noticed or not, the concert continued, and Streisand went on to receive fifty-two Gold, thirty-one Platinum, and thirteen Multi-Platinum Awards, making her the only woman to make the All Time Top 10 Best Selling Artist list.

         But none of that mattered. She was so humiliated, so upset, so jarred by her Central Park experience that she refused to tour again for nearly thirty years. She told ABC's Diane Sawyer, “I didn’t sing and charge people for twenty-seven years because of that night…I was like, ‘God, I don’t know. What if I forget the words again?’”

         In 1994 she announced plans to take the stage again and her tickets sold out overnight, with Streisand garnering as much as $10 million per evening. To this day, however, she says that the anxiety of the Central Park concert will keep her from touring unless she really wants something—like the Modigliani painting she wanted badly enough to agree to a Netflix special. “I can’t work for money. I have to work for an object that I love.”

         Streisand, like so many of us, is boxed in by her fear. It’s as if she got a glimpse of the bad way her performance could have gone and was so scared of it happening that she decided to avoid it for the rest of her life. This attachment to the past, this anxiety that arises due to fear, is the plague of womanhood. It’s the past and the future pushing against us, removing us from not just reality but our own clarity. We can’t function in this state. We miss out on our lives in this state. When we’re anxious, we’re not really living. We’re surviving. We’re holding on, waiting for the anxiety to pass, losing out on minutes, hours, and days of our lives.

         The answer was so clear, so obvious. Stop thinking about the future and fretting over the past. Anxiety was nothing more than thinking. Rapid, untrained thinking. But even if I took years off to attend workshops, silent retreats, and meditation circles, I knew I’d never be able to truly stop my thoughts. My mind would always find a way to wander to dark memories of the past and spend minutes in lines, waiting rooms, and sleepless nights projecting into the future.

         The past was too heavy and the future too forceful to truly escape. Instead, I’d have to learn to travel through the recesses of my mind, back and forth between the three plateaus—past, present, future—with the confidence of a sailor, riding the waves as they came.

Remember the Writers

         To study this mood, I didn’t need to seek out experiences that made me anxious. I didn’t need to hope something would happen. I didn’t need to look out for the moments to practice on. I was in the middle of the most anxious period of my life.

         Writing a book, I quickly found out, was a crash course in anxiety. Years of being locked in a room with nothing but my thoughts, my future, my past in front of me. At the start of the dream, I hadn’t thought about the pain that would accompany it, only the excitement. Three months in, however, I was in the middle of the ocean, wailing and sputtering, drowning myself in fear. Never had I experienced such intense moments of frustration, pain, and anxiety over white space, blank pages, empty inboxes. I was crying in the shower, my right eye was twitching, and I’d picked up a new habit of chewing my hair. I can’t do it, I thought. There’s too much I don’t know, too much I can’t see. I felt like Joan Didion when she described writing Slouching Towards Bethlehem. How the pain of writing kept her awake at night so to blunt the pain she drank gin, and to blunt the gin she took Dexedrine and eventually, wrote the piece.

         Only I wasn’t writing the piece. I was sitting there for hours on end with nothing to show for it.

         Every time I sat down to write, the anxiety enveloped me. What if no one buys it? What if I don’t finish? What if I’m not allowed to write again? I’d spend three hours in front of the page without a word, leaving the bedroom only to pour myself whiskey. The future of the book and my past writing failures, those juvenile stories in college, those terrible articles on the internet, tumbled and crashed against me. It was the same paralysis, the same self-questioning, that kept me awake at night. The same fear and doubt that kept me tossing and turning while Jay slept soundly beside me. I couldn’t write in this state. I could barely function in this state.

         I needed to find something to ground me. Something to help me out of my own head. So while I poured whiskey with one hand, I researched with the other. I went back to what I always did, tried to see how other women handled it. I filled journals with quotes from writers, artists, leaders. I watched interviews with Pulitzer Prize–winning authors and Nobel laureates. I read the Paris Review and the New Yorker, combing articles for advice, inspiration, an answer to how these women kept themselves afloat in the sea of the unknown. How they kept themselves grounded in the face of all that was ahead.

         Writing advice, I found out, was just life advice. The same way writers tackled the blank page was how I should tackle life.

         


Writers on Tackling Anxiety

            
               Dani Shapiro suggests to think of books, and life, like a puzzle. Don’t try and solve the whole thing, just concentrate on one corner at a time.

            

            
               Simone de Beauvoir advises ignoring the future and looking at the present straight in the face. By paying attention to the present, you’ll make the future you want. 

            

            
               When Deborah Eisenberg sits down to work, she focuses on just trying to get one little thing right. Nothing more, nothing less.

            

            
               Anne Enright advises that you forget about the world and just focus on the word in front of you. One word at a time.

            

            
               Katherine Anne Porter advocates to constantly keep in mind who you are and what you are doing. 

            





         The consensus was obvious: Stay present. Stay with what’s in front of you. Don’t get ahead of yourself, don’t worry about the middle and the ending, just stick with the page you’re on. Of all the writers, the hundreds of Sylvia Plath and Patti Smith and Agatha Christie quotes, Jane Smiley, author of fourteen books and the recipient of the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, explained it most clearly. Smiley described writing as a process that happens "one word at a time." When you break it down, it’s nothing more than one word, followed by another. Soon, those words create a sentence, then a paragraph.

         It was so simple yet so profound. So obvious yet so overlooked. One word at a time. One sentence. One book. It mimicked the structure of life. One moment. One day. One life. As books were written in words, life was lived in moments. The word I was paying attention to would lead to the next. The moment I was living in now would roll into my future.

         When I went back to write, I noticed that when I focused on the words in front of me, the fears about the rest of the book dissolved. The same thing happened when I focused on the moment. Actually, when I focused on the moment, two things happened: I didn’t have the time or mental space to worry about the future, and because I was paying attention to the moment, the future took care of itself. Because the future was the result of moments, and when I was living as presently in the moment as possible, I didn’t have to worry so much about what could be. When I took care of the dishwasher now, I didn’t have to find time to do it later. When I did well on my work presentation, I didn’t need to worry about the security of my job, the scrutiny of my boss, later. When I focused on this chapter, I didn’t need to fear the one after it. And that’s when I began trusting myself, in a way I never had before. I trusted myself to live in the present, in a way that would take care of my future self. And the more I trusted myself, the less I saw myself worrying about the future.

Swipe Left

         Just paying attention to when I left the present was a vital step in overcoming this mood. The way an addict has to watch for cravings, I had to watch my wandering mind, notice when it was happening so I didn’t follow it, unconsciously, down the dark path it led. But it was hard to notice something I wasn’t used to noticing. How could I notice something my brain automatically does?

         Our mind wanders during 47 percent of our waking hours, with brain activity in the frontal lobe sparking up every time we try to rest. Our memory, cognition, and learning are all housed in the part of the brain that jumps into gear when we try to turn off. Known as the default mode network, it’s why when you walk to the subway your brain automatically starts to recall the past, or why when you’re taking a shower you remember what you forgot at the grocery store. And it’s confirmed that at least one-third of the brain’s thoughts come out negative. In fact, research found that people are happier doing unpleasant tasks, like sitting in traffic or waiting in lines, than not doing anything and letting their minds wander.

         But if the brain can wander off, it can also be pulled back in. According to MRI scans, it takes twelve seconds to redirect our attention once we’ve noticed our mind has wandered. Those who meditate can redirect it even quicker. Due to the neuroplasticity of the brain, when we practice certain actions, they become habits, and over time, the brain rewires itself according to those habits and their cues. If you’ve been practicing the art of meditation for years, your brain is highly alert to when the mind starts wandering and that much quicker at bringing it back to the present.

         I hated that fact, though. I was tired of hearing about it. Meditation is linked to less stress. Meditation is linked to better health. I hated how the answer to good health was based on something I’d never be able to do. Like cartwheels and French braids, I just couldn’t wrap my mind around this thing that was supposed to be so simple. I bought candles, downloaded apps, and spent several hours perusing spiritual bookshops. But every time I tried to sit in bed and breathe, it felt wrong. This wasn’t me. I couldn’t do it. I’d just gotten myself to start flossing.
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