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            Chapter 1

            Weird

         

         The origin of my weirdness is that I grew up a Russian-Jewish immigrant in a town called Midland in West Texas, in a region whose biggest claims to fame are being the onetime home of George W. Bush and serving as the inspiration for Friday Night Lights. A Chicagoan once asked me what the nearest big city to my childhood home was. When I matter-of-factly responded that it was El Paso, he burst out laughing.

         My father, who had been an electrical engineer and black-market TV repairman in Russia, had secured a job at a Midland petroleum engineering company by offering to provide Russian translations for the company’s oil deals with Siberians. (Siberia having had, along with the rest of Russia, recently discovered capitalism.) My mom did accounting for a small company, and sometimes she pitched in with the translating. My parents would often take me along to their translating jobs, so I spent much of my childhood asleep on white tablecloths, waiting for the adults to wrap up their schmoozing.

         “Culture clash” implies a bold interplay of contrasting patterns; what we experienced could more accurately be described as a culture transplant. We were sewn into this new place and hoped it took. Almost everyone we met was an evangelical Christian who believed they would live eternally in a celestial paradise—and many felt obligated to let us know about it. My babysitter considered glossolalia to be a fun afternoon activity. The only kids’ activity at our apartment complex was an improvised Sunday school, whose organizers prayed with me that my parents would become Christians. A boy called me a “wetback” in the middle of class, and I thought seriously about changing my name. When we watched the Addams Family movies, I developed a strong kinship with pale, dour Wednesday Addams.

         Midland was a town mostly populated by white Americans and Mexicans, and both groups largely kept to themselves. Besides us, there were at most a handful of non-Spanish-speaking immigrants in town. (We did not, however, know each other, only of each other. As in, my dad once mentioned that he thought he saw a Ghanaian at the grocery store.)

         West Texans exhibit an easy dominance of their inhospitable natural environment, which is something I never did master. They are a group of people who are simply not messed with, whereas I constantly was. Much of the grass there is not grass, but rather “stickers” that will gouge holes in your skin. Once, my father saw a man shoot a rattlesnake in his front yard with a rifle, then pick it up by the neck and present it to his children with a smile. At a treacherous desert day camp, I was stung by so many fire ants that my feet no longer fit in my shoes. As I cried, the camp counselor scolded me for not being tough.

         In fourth grade, I changed schools halfway through the year because my family moved across town. Unsurprisingly, I did not take well to the new environs. A short list of things I had issues with: Going outside on field day. (Due to allergies, which my teachers took as a sign of sneaky insubordination.) In science class, making “birth announcements” for a baby dinosaur of our choosing. (Birth announcements were not a custom in Russia.) Being in the same math group as the class pretty girl. (Obvious reasons.)

         At the new school, lunch was eaten in shifts, like in a Dickensian workhouse. Before lunch, our class would file out of the room and line up outside the cafeteria. We would sit down on the concrete walkway and wait for the first wave of eaters to leave so we could take their still-warm seats.

         My parents grew alarmed when they learned about this system. Not the staggered lunches—the part about the sitting on the concrete.

         “You do this even in winter?” they asked.

         This practice, of course, violated the iron law of Russian medicine: sitting on cold things allows pneumonia to enter the body through its most vulnerable access point, the anus.

         They decided to spend their parental-concern capital on making it so that I was no longer allowed to sit on the ground with the other kids. Instead, I spent my pre-lunch minutes loitering by the teachers, attempting to make adult conversation. “Nice brooch. Did you get that at Dillard’s?”

         My exemption raised questions among my classmates, who mashed together my eccentricities to formulate a theory as to why I couldn’t sit with them. One day, curiosity got the best of them, and the boldest among them asked, “Is it true you’re allergic to concrete?”

         
              

         

         The “holidays” at my house consist of the fake Soviet Christmas known as New Year’s Eve. When you’re a kid, this is the night you meet Soviet Santa, aka Grandfather Frost, who will only give you presents if you recite him some poems. (From each according to his ability…) It’s the night when my mom makes eggs stuffed with caviar and puts on her finest new sweater so that we will be rich in the New Year. Then she turns on the TV and shushes us so she can hear the traditional New Year’s address delivered by Vladimir Putin.

         When I was in middle school, we left Midland for the relatively cosmopolitan cul-de-sacs of the Dallas suburbs, about a six-hour drive east.

         Neither my parents nor I made many friends. Instead, my parents subscribed to a service that would deliver Russian television to our house. Gradually, it became practically the only TV they watched. That’s still true. They also only eat Russian food, and they almost exclusively read Russian news sites. They essentially live in Russia, in the U.S.

         Of course, one’s native culture is always going to feel cozier. But I can’t help but notice that they are missing out on the golden age of American television for a series of increasingly complex Russian ice-skating-based reality shows. I imagine this retreat to their homeland is, in part, a reaction to the alienation we experienced in Texas. In the Dallas suburbs, we had few negative experiences on account of our ethnicity, but we didn’t have many especially positive ones, either. I think this ennui soured my parents on American culture slightly, and prompted them to look elsewhere for connection. You see a similar phenomenon with people who spend all their time LARPing. Yes, it’s a reclusive, looked-down-upon subculture, but at least it’s their subculture. When you find yourself in constant disagreement with the world, you withdraw into yourself. You re-watch old movies, wear your broken-in pajamas. You move back, mentally, to a country you fled. When you are the only one of your kind, you just want to find your kind again.

         If “weird” has a feeling, it is at once energizing and maddening, like trying to squeeze into a space where you might plausibly fit, but don’t quite. (In fact, weird people are sometimes literally told they are not a “good fit.”) Being weird feels like showing up alone to a party where you only know the host, except the host is in the bathroom, and Oh God, are you even in the right house? Except the party is your life.

         You might know what it’s like to be considered weird if you have few friends, or if you have an unusual hobby or lifestyle, or if you struggle socially. Or, you might be otherwise well-adjusted but are one of the few people of your ethnicity or gender or physical appearance doing whatever it is you do or living wherever it is you live. Sometimes, weirdness hinges on identity: women who have little interest in caring for children are considered strange by society, but so are men who do enjoy childcare—in fact, we’ll meet one such man soon.

         This book is for those who have spent their lives feeling different, as well as for those who only feel different by dint of circumstance—perhaps because of a job or move. Maybe you attribute your personal or professional struggles to this difference, and the fact that you didn’t choose to be different makes them all the more hurtful. As the psychologist Sharon Lamb, who grew up poor, wrote after she didn’t get tenure, “That year of job hunting consolidated my suspicion that my upbringing in apartment buildings and playing in back alleys and empty lots meant that I would never be able to have a foundation among old stone buildings and those phony ‘traditions.’”1 When you’re locked outside something, it’s hard to know whether it’s because of something about you.

         Weirdness affects us all, in one way or another. Maybe you aren’t weird, or at least not at the moment. Maybe you simply live with social anxiety or impostor syndrome—two of the common side effects of weirdness that can gnaw at the psyche for no particular reason. Maybe you are trying to understand why your neighborhood, school, office, or social circle is so homogenous, or why so many people are uncomfortable living alongside people who are different. What is it about unusual people and ideas that makes us so uneasy? And why do so many free-thinking adults all end up living in very similar ways?

         Or perhaps you’re in charge, trying to help a diverse team of individuals do their best work. You hope to use their distinctiveness to fuel success, like many of the people I’ve interviewed for this book have done. Or maybe you’re just trying to spur the team you’re a part of to come up with the best, most creative solutions possible. Weirdness might be an asset, in that case.

         You might be relieved to find, as I was, that it’s actually advantageous to be different, and that there are ways to turn your weirdness into a superpower. The stories of the individuals in this book hold valuable lessons for people facing all of these weird situations, and more.

         It can be hard to visualize “weird.” (Like that other thing, you know it when you see it…or at least when you don’t get the baby-shower invitation all your coworkers got.) For me, the peculiar nature of my family’s immigration journey was what lodged me between identities and caused me, until very recently, to feel deeply uncomfortable in my own skin. It was what made me, for lack of a better word, weird.

         
              

         

         Every year during my middle school years, my family moved to a different Dallas suburb right as school was letting out for the summer. The initial move was for my dad’s new job, but that threw us into a prolonged house-hunting slog that I still struggle to understand. Each house we hunted happened to be in a different school district of the sprawling metroplex. This meant I never knew any of the other kids in my neighborhood before embarking on a long stretch of unscheduled, summer sitting-around time. I had to take care of my toddler brother anyway, so entire months would pass in which I wouldn’t talk to any kids my own age. We had a small collection of DVDs that my mom got for free from work, including the little-seen Matthew Perry vehicle Fools Rush In and the movie adaptation of Get Shorty. I would carefully ration them out so that I had one new one to watch every week until school started.

         When the school year began, I found there were usually other outcast-type kids—think intense manga fans—but they seemed able to join forces, creating their own mini-society of oddballs. I, meanwhile, never encountered another Russian immigrant kid like me. I rode the bus alone. I spent almost every evening alone. Since I didn’t have an iPod yet, I spent a lot of time talking to myself—a habit that unfortunately has stuck.

         For a while in high school, I decided to see what I was missing and joined a rural, evangelical Christian youth group. I began to spend hours each week scouring the Bible in search of loopholes that if read a certain way, allowed for sex before marriage. I would highlight all of these potential provisos and drag the Bible to my pastor’s house, whose wife would sit me down with a plate of underdone brownies and explain why no ma’am, Jesus never did say you can have sex just ’cause you’re super in love. To be clear: not a single human being alive on earth had expressed even a passing interest, at that point, in having sex with me. But I wanted to have my argument airtight just in case.

         One day, someone toilet-papered our house, and I had to explain to my parents that this is what American kids do to losers. Undeterred, my dad eagerly raked the toilet paper into a garbage bag and put it in his bathroom for future use. “Free toilet paper!” he said happily over dinner.

         The day in high school we were supposed to have sex ed, we had instead what I can only describe as Prejudice Happy Hour. We were told to shout out qualities that we wanted in a friend, and the teacher would write them on the board. This was intended to build self-esteem, the key to avoiding pregnancy. (The belief at the time seemed to be that self-confident people never have sexual intercourse.)

         “Christian,” someone said. The teacher dutifully wrote it on the board.

         “Straight,” someone else ventured. The teacher wrote it down.

         A couple kids raised their hands in protest. I’d like to think I was among them, but the embarrassing truth is I don’t remember if I was.

         What I do remember is the teacher defending the list’s inclusion of “straight.” If a gay person stood next to him, he explained, he would feel uncomfortable. But personally, he added, he had no problem with gay people.

         
              

         

         I would go home and log on to our enormous, shared family PC. I had maybe visited ten websites at that point, all of them for school papers. The one exception was sfgate.com, where I could read columns by Mark Morford.

         In my teenage disgruntlement, I had begun painting Texans with too broad a brush. Kind, open-minded Christians got lumped in with fundamentalists who beat their children in front of strangers. I wrote off apolitical popular kids, by virtue of their likability, as ignorant and unsophisticated. I mentally ignored the English teacher who was fond of saying, with a twinkle in her eye, “Candy is dandy, but sex don’t rot your teeth,” and instead focused on my classmate who said she was confident we would win the Iraq War, because God was on our side. (As psychology poetically tells us, other people are all alike; people within our own tribe are dazzlingly unique.) Years later, I learned through Facebook that a lot of my classmates had grown up to be politically moderate yuppies who were not so different from me.

         At the time, though, I relished the escape Mark Morford provided. Each week, Mark dedicated his column to skewering the war hawks and Bible thumpers that I had come to feel surrounded by—even if wrongly. Despite Mark’s probable veganism, he was one of the few American writers my dad loved, and one of the few interests he and I shared. Mark was unlike anyone I knew: He hated homophobes; he loved yoga. He is how I first learned about soy milk. I was amazed that he inhabited the same physical world that I did, yet he could voice these incendiary opinions, which almost everyone I knew opposed. He was like a portal to a parallel universe, one where weirdos ruled.

         I developed something between a crush and a cult member’s devotion to him, which was only consummated by a long email of appreciation I drafted circa 2004, but never sent. I must have gushed extensively about Mark around my dad, because one day he tried to temper my expectations.

         “He look gayish,” he warned.

         
              

         

         All of this did little to prepare me for college at American University, an East Coast school that was approximately 110 percent Jewish and liberal. After a lifetime of having maybe three friends, I was to live in a dorm room with another girl—one who had, no less, premarital sex.

         In the first few weeks at AU, we had a very different type of sex ed class—one that didn’t make me any more comfortable than the Texan one did. We gathered in a small study room and were told to write down as many synonyms for penises and vaginas as we could think of. By the time someone shouted “cum bucket,” I was rending my garments. Then they showed us dental dams, and I did not know what they were for, and someone saying “oral sex” did not get me any closer to figuring it out. A few years prior, at my high school, a girl had gotten in trouble for acting “unladylike.”

         That first year of college was so disorienting. At one point, a guy friend of mine opened his mail to find The New Yorker—a gift subscription from a doting, learned aunt. Someone joked that the articles are so long he’d probably never get through an issue, and everyone laughed and said that was sooo true. I laughed too because it seemed better than admitting I had never heard of The New Yorker.

         I had also never met so many male Democrats, which thank goodness, because if I had I might have tied a lasso and roped them, just like they taught us they do with errant calves back in grade school. It wasn’t so much their views on NAFTA or solar panels that I craved as the fact that Democrats, in my mind, meant different. A different guy, I thought, would understand me.

         Except I now had an ideological panoply of males before me, but I had no idea where to begin. One specific problem was that I didn’t know how to end conversations. No boy-of-interest had ever started a conversation with me. And I, in turn, had never started a conversation with one. So naturally, I had no idea how or when one was finished.

         I went with my best guess: just swiveling on my heels and walking away abruptly, whenever there seemed to be a lull. I tried this in my first week, in the cafeteria, with a cute guy who had expressed an interest in me.

         Sauntering away, I remember thinking, Yes, this was the right thing to do, which is something people never think when it actually was.

         
              

         

         I wish it had been a phase. I wish I was the nerd who became hot by taking off my glasses. But social skills are skills. At my first party in college, I felt inept and imperiled, the way people feel the very first time they try to strike a match.

         Well into my job at the Washington Post, I was hounded by a feeling that my employer shouldn’t have taken a chance on someone like me, who didn’t grow up reading her hometown newspaper and penning precocious letters to the editor. I was someone who had instead spent all her time watching Saved by the Bell and falling even further behind the coterie of well-read ideators.

         Having been weird for so long still haunts me in so many ways: Like when I feel like I can’t socialize without a glass of wine oiling me up from the inside—and how often I replay those conversations after the fact. Or the time my therapist held out one hand parallel to the floor to show me where everyone else is, mood-wise, and then held out another hand, about six inches lower than the other one, as though her hands were two trains about to pass each other, and I was on the lower train, going in the wrong direction. “Your affect is kind of, here,” she said, jiggling the bottom, depressive hand. Sometimes, strangers ask me if I’m lost.

         
              

         

         A few years ago, I was interviewing a man named Michael Ain, and in the middle of our conversation I started to feel unusually, well, insecure about my inability to get over my insecurities. This is what he told me:

         In the early 1980s, Michael was wrapping up his junior year at Brown University. He had excellent grades, a record of volunteer work, and a stack of awards from his elite high school, Phillips Academy. He was determined to pursue a career in medicine, so he made an appointment with the adviser in charge of students who were med-school bound.

         The moment Michael walked in the door, the counselor bristled. “You check all the boxes, and your grades are good,” Michael remembered him saying. “But you’re going to have a hard time.”

         Michael asked what he meant by that.

         “Look,” the counselor said, walking over to a paper thermometer taped to his wall. The temperature reading was supposed to represent the percentage of med-school applicants who had gained admittance to their top-choice school. The counselor pointed to the 95-degree mark.

         “That’s my average,” he said. “You’re gonna be bad for my average.”

         “I don’t give a shit,” Michael said, using what would become a go-to phrase for him in situations like these.

         The counselor thought for a minute. “Well, in that case I guess you have two options,” Michael recalled. “Either tell them about it ahead of time, or…just go to the interview and see what they say.”

         The “it” the counselor was referring to was that Michael, an adult man, was just 4 feet, 3 inches tall. If he stood toe-to-toe with an average nine-year-old, their eyes would meet. That’s a standard height for someone with his condition: achondroplasia, or dwarfism.

         Michael’s interest in medicine took root during his regular childhood trips to various medical specialists, who worked on his painful joints and ligaments. He admired how some doctors treated Little People with respect, giving them a little more time to take their pants off, for example, but not doing it for them. He imagined how great it would feel for a kid with dwarfism to have a doctor who knows exactly what it’s like.

         Michael excelled in school, and even sports, but when he was preparing to graduate from college, society had not yet progressed sufficiently to allow Little People to be considered capable doctors. At the time, people like him were still derisively called “midgets.” Still, after the counselor’s appointment, Michael decided he wasn’t going to back down. He figured he’d just leave his height off his application. He applied to thirty medical schools in all.

         Being short has, for centuries, been associated with not just physical but mental frailty. Little People have long been laughed at and exploited, enlisted as court jesters or circus performers. A medical textbook from 1959 speculated that many dwarfs are “backward for their age,” adding, “Because of their deformed bodies they…are emotionally immature and are often vain, boastful, excitable, fond of drink and sometimes lascivious.”2 Even today, bias against people of short stature is one of the last acceptable prejudices in the world. Short men are still joked about and discriminated against in the labor market.

         When Michael arrived for his med-school interviews, he was looked down upon in more ways than one. Some admissions officers would go through the motions. Others stared awkwardly, then dismissed him from the meeting. “Patients won’t respect you,” one said. “They want tall doctors with long, white coats.” He was rejected from every single school.

         Many rational people—even very dedicated ones—would have given up at this point. Michael’s reaction could not have been more different. “I wasn’t going to let these fuckers stop me,” he said.

         He applied to thirty more schools. Only one accepted him, and only because the admissions officer loved baseball, the sport Michael played in college.

         When Michael finished up med school, he decided to pursue a residency in neurosurgery. But when he sent out his residency applications, he once again faced a slew of rejections because of his height. He resigned to work in pediatrics for a year. “It was good, but I missed surgery really badly,” he told me.

         He applied to dozens of orthopedic surgery programs, managing to land at Albany Medical College, where the head of the orthopedic surgery program didn’t care what anyone else thought. Michael assured his colleagues all he needed to do his job was a step stool. He excelled at the program and was even chosen to lead grand rounds in orthopedics.

         Eventually, Michael became a professor of orthopedic surgery at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, one of the country’s top medical institutions. He specialized in children with dwarfism and developed new techniques to help people with spinal deformities.

         When I reached this point in my conversation with Michael, I was as awed by his accomplishments as I was by his easy acceptance of his physical difference. I also felt that—there’s no other way to say this—by comparison, I sound really whiny.

         Yes, I had a rough time in childhood and adolescence. But I’m virtually indistinguishable from all the other mid-career office drones in Washington, D.C., where I now live. Even if I weren’t, there are plenty of immigrants here, and it’s considered politically incorrect to probe too deeply into anyone’s ethnicity. In short, I can pretty much glide through life pretending that I’ve always been a middle-class, East Coast white girl. When people learn I’m from Texas, they’re often surprised.

         So, I thought, why am I in therapy, but Michael Ain is at Johns Hopkins, saying “fuck you,” literally, to the naysayers? How do you write your sixtieth medical-school application when everyone is telling you that short people can’t be doctors?

         Michael knew he was an outsider. Yet he seemed certain he belonged among the insiders. I was curious whether people could cultivate an attitude like his. How can people who are different embrace whatever it is that makes them unusual and, just like Michael did, use it to power them?

         
              

         

         At the same time that I wanted to feel more accepted, I wanted it to be for reasons other than my ethnic origin. Outside of D.C., the questions from strangers tend to follow a similar progression: “That’s an interesting name…where are you from?” “Were you born there?” “Why did your parents move here?” How nice it must be, I sometimes think, to describe your passion for surfing or Krav Maga to new acquaintances instead of the visa processes of the former U.S.S.R.

         I was always jealous of people who were able to move through the world unencumbered by assumptions about them. There must be something so blissful about an identity you picked, rather than were arranged to marry.

         When you’re the only one of your kind, you’re rarely just “yourself.” Instead, you’re an ambassador for a country you never chose. In my case, it was an actual country, but for Michael Ain, it was being short. For the other people in this book, it was some other identity marker they never quite chose to be yoked to.

         I was surprised to find that I am not alone in feeling simultaneously overly conspicuous and under-included: We are a nation of accidental outsiders. A lot of us, in essence, feel weird. Nearly one in eight Americans experience social anxiety, defined as a persistent fear of talking to or being scrutinized by strangers. And most Americans report feeling lonely and misunderstood. In a 2018 survey3 of 20,000 American adults, 54 percent of the respondents said that they “always or sometimes feel that no one knows them well,” and 47 percent sometimes or always feel “left out.” “Most Americans,” the report concluded, “are considered lonely.”

         Feeling understood is important for more than just kumbaya reasons. For example, women are less likely than men to finish traditionally male PhD programs, in subjects like computer science or physics, if they have no other women in their cohort.4 “More female peers,” the authors of that study write, “create a female-friendly environment that encourages women to persist in doctoral programs.” Being the only one of your kind is doable, but wearying.

         Lacking connection with other people carries steep health consequences, too. As Robert Putnam prophesied in his book at the turn of the millennium, Americans are increasingly Bowling Alone, and it’s killing us. One researcher found that lacking social connections is as harmful as smoking fifteen cigarettes5 a day. Loneliness is deadlier than obesity,6 and it increases the risk of dementia.7

         And yet, the way we live now seems destined to cause more and more people to feel like lonely outliers. Workplaces are actually becoming more segregated by race.8 Residential income segregation is also on the rise,9 which means neighborhoods are increasingly all-rich or all-poor. Wealthy people tend to socialize more with self-selected friends than with their neighbors, further pruning their social circles to people who match them perfectly.10 Nearly a quarter of Americans now say they seldom or never interact with someone from a different political party, and nearly a third rarely interact with someone who has a different sexual orientation.11 Crossing any of these rigid identity boundaries can feel very anxiety provoking, indeed.

         This feeling of estrangement can be especially pronounced for people who didn’t grow up around the “rules” of elite jobs and social circles. For example, the sociologist Daniel Laurison examined one television-production firm where there was a “studied informality” to the style of dress. “People were wearing sneakers and all kinds of casual, fashionable clothes,” Laurison told The Atlantic. “There was a sort of ‘right’ way to do it and a ‘wrong’ way to do it.” One man, who was black and from a working-class background, didn’t quite match the aesthetic, opting for tracksuits instead of the more acceptable hip hoodies. Eventually, the man left.12 Everything from how to dress to whether it’s okay to swear in the office can keep people barred from unfamiliar worlds.

         America has also grown profoundly politically polarized—so much so that actual political partisans are writing books about how we need to put an end to all the partisanship. A person’s political party now says more about them than simply who they voted for. Democrats, as the political scientists Shanto Iyengar and Masha Krupenkin13 write, have become “the party of non-Whites, women, city dwellers, the young, and ‘highbrow’ culture.” Meanwhile, “the Republican electorate consists disproportionately of older White males, evangelicals, southerners, and people more interested in NASCAR than the NBA.” These crystallized identities cause fault lines to deepen and foster us-versus-them thinking. It’s now common for people to ask me what my political affiliation is before they agree to talk with me for a story. Being the only Republican in a liberal workplace or social circle—or vice versa—would feel especially awkward these days.

         At the same time, it is becoming more important to get along well with other people. Since 1980, jobs requiring lots of social interaction increased by 12 percentage points as a share of the overall labor force,14 and high-paying jobs increasingly require social skills. As the researcher David Deming writes, “employers routinely list teamwork, collaboration and oral communication skills as among the most valuable yet hard-to-find qualities of workers.” Conjuring an image of a frustrated office worker trying and failing to get a robot to fist-bump him, Deming writes that this is because “social interaction has—at least so far—proven difficult to automate.”

         That is, just as we’re becoming more alienated from one another, splintering into tribes and escaping to our screens and echo chambers, our livelihoods increasingly depend on being smooth and capable collaborators. Everyone is feeling weirder, and we’re all supposed to be fine with it.

         
              

         

         Todd, Part I

         Even seemingly normal, average people can struggle to make or keep friends. At first glance, Todd, a white man in his forties who works in tech, seems like he could perch atop any social pyramid if he so desired. (Todd is a pseudonym, for reasons that will become clear later.) I first met him several years ago at a conference in a hotel ballroom, and if there was anything remarkable about him, it’s that there was nothing remarkable about him. He looked like he sprang from an infomercial, dusted himself off, and could at any minute begin ShamWowing the banquet chairs.

         Despite his everyman-ness—he’s married with children—he explained to me by phone later, he’s never had any close friends. As we talked, the similarities between Todd and myself became more and more evident. We both seem to lack the friendship gene. Small talk, for people like us, feels like tap dancing while frosting a cake.

         As a kid, Todd attended a predominantly Christian elementary school where, like me, he didn’t quite fit in because he’s half Jewish. He was an only child, and he remembers trying to play board games against himself a lot, trying to beat the other four versions of himself. He would add extra rules to Monopoly, trying to stretch it to four or eight hours. He watched how his scholarly parents interacted with their friends, and he tried to spar intellectually like that with his own classmates. The only problem was that Todd and his friends were eight years old.

         Having failed to get in with the popular crowd, Todd never developed the social skills that seem to come so easily to well-liked kids. Before long, what had been a small difference in social aptitude between him and his elementary school classmates yawned into an unbridgeable gap. In college, he did finally make a few friends, but they lost touch after graduation, leaving Todd, once again, alone.

         He admitted that he put less effort into developing friendships than other people do. He’s not hard to get along with, but he had a tendency to speak to people like an anthropologist, not a friend. He’d ask, “What do you do? What are you interested in?” After building a full psychological profile of his interlocutor, he wouldn’t reveal even a morsel about himself.

         He described the following thought process whenever he was in conversation with a group of people at a party: “I wish I could come up with something to say…why didn’t I think of that thing that person just said? Then I’m so far behind and I realize I haven’t said anything for ten or fifteen minutes, and now I might as well just pay attention to other people.”

         When he did meet people, Todd didn’t follow up about getting together. He seemed befuddled about whether he should be texting people more often or sending out more birthday cards.

         Fortunately, Todd was happy to be alone most of the time. His propensity to look inward, he felt, helped him understand the technology he used for work in a deeper way. But, even in our first phone call, he wondered, ever so tech-ily, if this lifestyle “scales.” He was worried that he didn’t really have any guy friends to talk with about married life or fatherhood. He had been on his own socially for so long, it was starting to wear away at him. He was beginning to experience the downsides of his own weirdness.

         It would turn out that his long game of solo Monopoly was quickly coming to an end, in a disastrous way.

         
              

         

         While working on this book, I realized that sometimes my weirdness was someone else’s fault, but sometimes it was actually mine. Sometimes it was no one’s fault, but the wound from all the previous times was still so raw that I reacted three or four or forty times as strongly as I needed to. Later, experts would tell me this is called “inflammation.” Either way, my weirdness was the defining experience of my life. Both my pathologies and strengths flow from it.

         At some point several years ago, I decided to start interviewing people who also seem like misfits, but who for the most part handle it well. It was an attempt, I later realized, to answer the question: Why are they so comfortable with themselves, and I’m not? (Later, experts would tell me this feeling is called “impostor syndrome.”) For this book, I’ve interviewed more than three dozen people who are unique in their environments: they live or work in situations where—because of their ideology, gender, race, background, or some other factor—almost no one else is like them.

         Their stories, though wildly different, tended to follow similar trajectories. Each person I met faced an acute realization of their outsider status, followed by a period of reckoning with their difference. In most cases, they experienced a change—of mindset, of setting, or even personality—that enabled them to find happiness, or at least contentment. Some of them ended up seeking out people just like them, while others were happy to be eternal sore thumbs. But all of them have found some measure of success, despite being no less unusual than when they started. What they learned in the process may prove helpful to anyone who’s felt they can’t quite break through to the “in” crowd, regardless of what’s keeping them out.

         As I met with and learned from my interviewees, I attempted to cure my own insecurities by putting into practice some of their strategies. I also dug deep into the psychological research on social anxiety and nonconformity, and, because it was 2019, I used an app. These measures have all helped, as I’ll describe, to varying degrees.

         Here is the conclusion I came to: It’s good to be a weirdo. Being different from other people around you confers hidden advantages that can help you in life and in work. It also behooves you to live and work among weirdos: Groups are smarter and more powerful when their members hold a diversity of views. If standing out makes you uncomfortable, as it did me for many years, there are ways to smooth your reentry into Normville while still staying true to your weird roots. These strategies and life hacks, which I learned from the people I interviewed, can be applied by those facing a wide array of social challenges, even if they’re otherwise perfectly normal. Many of us might want to lead a group of people in an unconventional direction, gain a new perspective on our problems, or simply make more friends. My interviewees—people who have had to do all of those and more in the most extreme of circumstances—are the ideal teachers.

         
              

         

         Before we set off on our journey, I have a few notes to readers:

         All of the people I feature are unique because of some combination of their identity and where they happen to live or work. (A Muslim may be considered “weird” in certain parts of America, but would not be in Pakistan.) Because I focus on this binding tie—the condition of being an outsider—in some cases I will discuss people who have suffered different levels of adversity within the same chapter.

         I don’t mean for this grouping, however, to imply that I consider the low-level unease of, say, a white immigrant to be equivalent to the obstacles faced by people of color or those living with rare medical conditions. Being laughed at by preteens and being discriminated against for centuries are simply not comparable experiences.

         There are systemic, horrific problems in our society that the tools of psychology are not equipped to address. The fact that marginalized people have learned to cope with some of them does not mean the fight for equality should ebb.

         However, in other, more subtle ways, social exclusion affects a broad swath of humanity. We can learn how to overcome it from those who have dealt with it best. We can look to people who have battled stigma, coped with social anxiety, and smashed stereotypes in order to learn more about those phenomena—and what we can do about them.

         Finally, a word on “weird.” I have several reasons for using a word that’s sometimes considered offensive, or at least negative.

         First, I hope to reclaim it. People who have different beliefs, appearances, or identities are often written off as just plain weird. In the worst cases, we’re actually called weird under people’s breaths or to our faces. But I’ve come to view weirdness as a strength rather than a hindrance—even if aspirationally. Maybe in becoming comfortable with applying the word to people who are successful, we’ll start to see difference as less of a negative trait.

         Second, it surprised me to learn, in the course of my research, that the word has not always had a negative connotation. “Weird” has had, frankly, a weird history. The word’s usage gained popularity after the 1850s and fell again after the 1920s,15 only to reemerge, with spandex and big hair, in the 1980s.

         “Weird” developed its more positive, quirky meaning in these more recent decades. Travel books came out urging you to explore “weird and wonderful” something. A book called Weird Maryland,16 for instance, promised to show you the state’s best-kept secrets. In 2000, when Austin Community College librarian Red Wassenich coined the phrase “Keep Austin Weird,”17 he meant we should preserve its one-of-a-kind culture. (In a Washington Post interview, he even used “weirdo” the way I mean it here: “You’ve got underpaid, highly educated people, and that makes for a breeding ground for weirdos,”18 he said, attempting to explain the city’s urban-Western je ne sais quoi.)

         But it was an earlier definition of “weird” that captured my interest. Before the 1800s, weird was more likely to mean supernatural, or fantastical. Shakespeare, for instance, called the witches in Macbeth the “weyard sisters.” Wyrd is the Old English word for “fate,” and by the eighth century, a form of it, wyrde, was used to refer to the three Roman mythical, goddess-like Fates. The first one, Nona, spun the thread of life; the second, Decima, measured it; and the third, Morta, cut it as she saw fit. The three Fates represented the idea that our futures are determined, in part, by our circumstances.

         In that case, wyrde—weird—could be considered a kind of prediction, a destiny. Much like what psychology suggests, your unusualness is a fabric woven from the thread of your life. Your identity, your environment, and your experiences all combine to make you who you are. But your weirdness is also a hint at what you might live to see and do, at what hidden powers you possess. “Weird,” then, is your potential.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            The Realization

         

         Your middle school teacher was wrong. Like it or not, it matters what other people think of you. Again and again, research has shown that our opinions about what’s right are shaped by the people around us. And usually, what we consider “right” is whatever everyone else is doing.

         Psychologists in labs have changed individuals’ perception of how much a dot of light moved, how long a line is, or even how much it’s appropriate to hurt someone, simply by surrounding them with the opinions of other people. In group-discussion experiments, people rate those who agree with the average sentiment of a group highly; they reject those who disagree with the group.1 To encourage people to use less energy, the Sacramento Municipal Utility District sent residents report cards revealing how their energy use compared with that of their neighbors. The utility set the norm, and people used less energy as a result.2 All these findings point to roughly the same conclusion: we like to fit in with the group; we like people who fit in with the group; we dislike those who don’t. These norms, or unwritten rules about what we “ought” to be doing, determine what’s weird or isn’t.

         Michael Ain broke norms because most doctors weren’t short. My family broke norms in Texas with every facet of our being, from our language to our religion, or lack thereof.

         On an individual level, how much we care what society thinks of us might be influenced by our biology. In a 2014 study,3 the psychologist Shinobu Kitayama found the degree to which we uphold cultural norms is related to the type of variation we have on one gene, the dopamine D4 receptor gene.

         The gene doesn’t change how we behave; instead, it influences how much we endorse the prevailing norms of our environments. Asians who carried certain variations of this gene became more interdependent. They were more likely to endorse values related to social harmony, collectivism, and modesty. Meanwhile, European Americans who carried the same gene variants became more individualistic—a traditionally white American norm. The gene makes you more of a rule follower, whatever the rules happen to be.

         People with borderline personality disorder and certain other conditions, such as autism, have trouble comprehending social norms. People with borderline, or BPD, as it’s abbreviated, struggle with mentalizing, or guessing what other people are thinking. They tend to be hypermentalizers—they interpret people’s intentions in the worst way possible, and they don’t react, well, normally. People with BPD sometimes come from difficult homes, or they have unusually sensitive temperaments.

         “Your first laboratory to learn how to read the minds of other people is your family environment,” explained Carla Sharp, a professor at the University of Houston who has studied the disorder. It’s where you learn “that it’s okay to ask someone what you’re thinking, that it’s okay to change your mind.” For some people with BPD, this laboratory failed. They didn’t get to practice “the literacy of interaction,” as she puts it. Social norms are the first book we all learn to read.

         Norms, though, are fickle friends. On the positive side, the tipping norm pays waiters’ salary and the “don’t walk into traffic” norm prevents chaos and carnage in the streets. Most people like following norms, and they like people who do, because we don’t like to be surprised by every single thing that happens. The rhythms of small talk and office speak steady us with their predictability.

         In her masterful study of social norms, The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton4 describes a “hieroglyphic world” of Gilded-Age New York. At first, the couple at the center of the story—Newland Archer and his fiancée, May—happily follow these rigid formulas. “Nothing about his betrothed pleased him more than her resolute determination to carry to its utmost limit that ritual of ignoring the ‘unpleasant’ in which they had both been brought up,” Wharton writes of Archer early in the book.

         But later, Archer leaps to the defense of May’s cousin, Ellen Olenska, saying her “unhappy life”—a scandalous and very norm-violating separation from her husband—“doesn’t make her an outcast,” despite what those around him claim.

         As Archer found, norms can also hold us back. They give us structure, but they punish anyone who dares break free of them. “Norms are inherently conservative,” says Chris Crandall, a psychology professor at the University of Kansas. “We tend to persist in doing what the people before us did.”

         Countless interracial couples suffered, for example, when there were strong norms against so-called miscegenation. In maintaining social order, norms can make things too tidy. Norms freeze our lives in amber, a process that can be beautiful, but also deadening. To return to our fictional example, because of the norm that one should marry “well” and stick with one’s partner, Newland Archer is never able to be with Ellen, even though he realizes he loves her more than May.

         Émile Durkheim, the nineteenth-century French father of sociology, described the importance of having a balance between societal rules that are too strong or too weak. Without norms, he wrote, we enter anomie, a lawless state in which groups don’t cooperate and the goals of society and the individual begin to diverge.5 Lacking any guideposts for how to feel or what to do with their lives, people in a state of anomie are likely to commit anomic suicide, he speculated.

         But when we break social norms, Durkheim explained, we are often punished socially as harshly as we would be under the law:6

         
            If I do not conform to ordinary conventions, if in my mode of dress I pay no heed to what is customary in my country and in my social class, the laughter I provoke, the social distance at which I am kept, produce, even though in a more mitigated form, the same results as any real penalty.

         

         When norms are too harsh, when society is too strict, Durkheim speculated that people feel “choked by oppressive discipline” and instead commit “fatalistic” suicide.7 (This idea of rampant suicide may sound very Victorian and melodramatic, but the fact that suicide rates are higher when society is either too libertine or too oppressive was found in a study just a few years ago.)8

         Many social norms don’t necessarily make sense—what is the purpose of a necktie, for example, or of asking “How are you?” when you don’t really care—they just exist. Those who break them, even in benign ways, are known in the scientific literature as “deviants.” They bear all the baggage that word suggests.

         
              

         

         There is, perhaps, no better representation of the randomness of social norms than swimwear. The entire process, from purchasing the bikini to donning the bikini to moistening the bikini to covertly picking the bikini out of your butt, entails specific, unwritten requirements that are hard to figure out yet unthinkable to violate. Forget literature; future anthropologists will study our pool selfies to gain knowledge of our ways.

         Swimwear, if you think about it, is nearly identical to underwear. Consider the horror you would feel if someone walked in on you changing. Now consider the fact that all the women at the pool are wearing roughly the same amount of—or even slightly less—material than comprises their typical bras and briefs.

         Yet we encourage this because…swimming.

         Despite their skimpiness, there are elaborate rules women must adhere to when it comes to swimsuit shopping:

         
	It can’t be an actual one-piece racing suit, like the kind Olympians wear. If you are fit enough to be a professional swimmer, the thinking seems to be, you should dress like you aren’t one.

            	The swimsuit must be revealing enough to perform your gender, yet modest enough to perform your age.

            	It must look like it could slip off very easily, while being unlikely to actually do so.

         

The one-piece swimsuit is back in vogue, but for most of my life it was the aquatic equivalent of pleated khakis. One summer at my church youth group, it came from on high, Pastor Kyle’s office, that we would be having a mixed-gender field trip to the local water park.

         There was a swell of excitement. Many of us girls, I suspect, yearned to parade our nubile bodies around like a bunch of Pearberry-scented Jezebels. But then came a very unfortunate caveat: all the girls would have to wear one-piece bathing suits, and those who didn’t wear one-pieces would have to wear a t-shirt to cover themselves. In the end, it would be many years before a man would see my navel.

         A few summers ago, I bought a new swimsuit from a hip young people’s store. When I put it on, I realized the top violated rule 3 from above—it started sliding down my chest just as soon as it was on me. In hopes of salvaging the situation, I ordered a new top from a more grown-up store, since I have also heard that “mixing it up” is an acceptable thing to do with the two halves of a bikini these days.

         As soon as the new top arrived and I tried it on, I knew I had only made the problem worse. It was neon yellow. It looked cheap and hastily made, like a sexy banana Halloween costume. I returned to the store website to read the online reviews: “BEWARE. The seams on this make it look like there are ARROWS pointing at your nipples.”

         This is a common complaint among female bathing-suit reviewers: that a bathing suit clearly designed to showcase your breasts makes it too obvious that you have breasts. The ladies’ swimsuit sweet spot seems to lie on the smudgy line between confidence and modesty, originality and conformity, body shame and unabashed celebration.

         “This ‘elephant in the room’ is perhaps the strangest paradox of the pool: everyone is nearly naked, yet nobody refers to the fact,” writes the sociologist Susie Scott in Reclothing the Emperor: The Swimming Pool as a Negotiated Order,9 her study of the norms of swimming pools. “Male swimmers wear trunks or boxer shorts and women wear swimsuits or bikinis, in both cases to cover the sexualized parts of the body, though actually accentuating them.”

         But ignoring this is necessary so that we can maintain the notion that sprawling out in two square feet of polyester is just what respectable career women do on weekends.

         “To openly acknowledge the potential for sexual contact between people would disturb the polite fiction that this is just a place of exercise, inviting embarrassment and making normal swimming impossible,” Scott adds.

         My pool employs a rotating cast of dreamy lifeguards hailing from faraway countries. When you first walk in, their deep accents beckon you to sign a form that indemnifies them in case you drown in the three feet of water. Most people, including me, stay fully clothed for this part. I usually strip down to my swimsuit later, huddled under a towel.

         Scott compares pool lifeguards to wardens in Foucault’s Panopticon tower, set apart from the nearly naked riffraff:

         
            Lifeguards…must maintain a delicate balance between appearing vigilant in watching over the swimmers and demonstrating that their gaze is nonsexual.…Lifeguards wear a uniform that strips them of their individuality and defines them by their role: like doctors wearing white coats, they show that they are present in a professional capacity and have no other interest in the proceedings.

         

         Then there are the norms related to actually submerging oneself. At my pool, few people go in the water, despite wearing outfits designed expressly for this purpose. Meanwhile, some women do go in the water, but they keep their shorts on, even though they billow up around them like Ursula’s tentacles.

         One day, a woman at my pool was wearing a slinky bikini top, which, as the day wore on, strained against the weight of its cargo. As she embarked on a mission toward the beer cooler, one of her agents, perhaps expectedly, went rogue. Everyone stopped and stared at it, even the heretofore-disinterested lifeguard. We then quickly whipped our heads away and pretended to examine the pool water. (To stare longer, as Scott points out, would be to bring “the discreditable stigma of nudity to bear on the individual’s social face.”)

         The woman stopped, tucked her boob back in, shrugged, and kept walking. Janet Jackson was pilloried for less, but the pool’s norms are singular, and they contain nipples.

         
              

         

         One day recently, my friend got a Groupon for a Korean spa that’s in a local strip mall among karaoke joints and dim sum. The spa is a hidden gem of Asian Northern Virginia, a place where forty dollars buys you up to twelve hours of sweating near strangers.

         The thing about this spa is that you are fully naked for part of it. I texted my friend to make sure she knew this, since if this information is sprung on you, it can be jarring. My only experience with public nudity at that point had been in middle school, when I changed in the locker room without a bra on, since I didn’t wear a bra, since I didn’t grow breasts until well into my third decade. Middle school opprobrium ensued, and I haven’t quite felt free to let it all hang out since. I was worried my friend of fifteen years with whom I’ve talked at length about the virtues of the male form would suddenly think I was a lesbian.

         My friend was not similarly concerned. “So?” she texted back.

         In the line to get into the spa, we saw a crestfallen couple who were apparently expecting something more like a resort, rather than a cross between a gulag and a nude beach.

         My friend was, apparently, fine with it. “Ready to get naked?” she asked me cheerily as we tucked our phones and shoes into our lockers.

         After my friend and I had stripped, a random stranger, her nipple rings glinting in the fluorescent light, showed us the way to the “bade pool.” The pool, with its cerulean water, mushroom-shaped fountains, and gobs of nude flesh, looked like something out of an adolescent rococo painter’s wet dream. Best friends gossiped while their bare asses got kneaded by underwater jets. The only safe place to gaze was somewhere in the middle distance. One woman stood under a very open-facing showerhead, closed her eyes, and scrubbed her crotch diligently. The Koreans seemed to take it in stride, but at least for the awkward white people, there was a suspension of social norms to a degree that was alarming.

         What’s interesting about the spa is that it’s not like people suddenly began to celebrate nudity. Instead, it was proof that social norms can change without people changing their actual attitudes—toward naked butts, in this case. It’s enough simply to plant the idea that something is normal and suggest that it’s the right thing to do. How you, personally, feel about it doesn’t matter; you’ll do it anyway.

         
              

         

         Princeton University professor Betsy Levy Paluck discovered10 a similar phenomenon in a study on a far more tragic topic a few years ago. For her work, she focused on Rwanda, where a genocide against the Tutsi ethnic group by the Hutu-majority government in 1994 resulted in the death of three-quarters of the Tutsi population.

         After the genocide ended, but trauma remained, Paluck traveled to the country to examine the effects of a radio program called, in English, New Dawn. It was produced by a nonviolence nonprofit, and it aimed to ease ethnic tensions. The program portrayed two ethnic groups who worked together and spoke out against violence, and even included a Romeo-and-Juliet-like story line about two lovers from different communities. Over the course of a year, Paluck studied groups of Rwandans who were exposed either to the New Dawn program or to a control program about an unrelated topic.

         Her results were either disappointing or uplifting, depending on how you look at it. The New Dawn program didn’t change the community’s beliefs about violence, trauma, or war. The people who had listened to the “correct” messages about violence were still just as likely to believe that “evil people” cause violence, rather than more practical factors like passive bystanders or a lack of open dissent and intergroup connections. They still thought traumatized people are just crazy and can’t recover.

         But surprisingly, the New Dawn listeners’ norms shifted anyway. They became less likely to advise their children to marry only within their own ethnic group. They grew more tolerant of dissent, and were more likely to say trauma survivors should talk about their struggles with someone. Her experiment showed, in essence, that we will often uphold whatever we perceive the norm to be, even if our minds don’t change accordingly. People will endorse a norm even when their personal beliefs completely contradict it. Just ask any “cool boss” who has ever drug-tested an employee.

         
              

         

         To root us back in our far, far less important example: Our fellow spa-goers still thought being naked was shameful. But they did it anyway because the teenage clerks in the lobby told them to.

         After our naked time, my friend and I donned the spa-provided orange uniforms to go to a coed area, where we would sit in a variety of gem-encrusted rooms. There’s an amethyst room, a charcoal room, and a room that has thousands of tiny clay balls rolling around the floor. They provide a range of healing properties, as long as what you need to be healed from is not having enough strange smells in your life.

         In the “cold” room, whose walls are covered in ice, a group of twenty-something guys sat on little stone stools. Three were bearded, one clean-shaven. The Beards talked jovially among themselves, while No Beard, who seemed to have been dragged to the spa by the others, gazed sullenly at the tile floor.

         The Beards talked about how funny it was that everyone was naked. (If you break the norms, you have to make fun of yourself for doing so, thus neutralizing your original infraction and making yourself, once again, a norm follower.)

         “Let’s go to the clay ball room next!” one of the Beards yelped.

         “I think,” No Beard said, “I’ve seen enough balls today already.”

         
              

         

         Compare all of this to the experience of Annette Kellerman, one of the first women to attempt to swim the English Channel. In 1907, she appeared on Revere Beach near Boston wearing a one-piece bathing costume with short sleeves and pant legs that ended two inches above her knees. To us, she would have looked like a woman dressed in modest shorts and a tank top.

         And yet, “a shocked howl went up and down the land,” the New York Times wrote in 1951.11

         At the time, most women swam in wool dresses over bloomers and stockings,12 along with knitted caps, often with tassels on top, and “bathing coats” to wear over the whole getup. This was a norm mandated from above, but which had mass buy-in. One British official was quoted as saying, around this time, “mixed bathing stops more marriages than any other cause [and] much of the unrest in the country is due to the barbarous license in women’s dress.”13 (Today, there are still rigid norms around women’s bathing outfits. More recently, in Italy, where ten-year-olds roam beaches topless, women in burqinis14 have been banned from swimming pools because, according to critics, they look improper.)

         All Annette Kellerman wanted to do was swim freely. Instead, she was arrested. The judge took pity on her and told her she could wear her suit—but only if she wore a cape covering it to the water’s edge.15

         Annette later launched her own one-piece swimwear line and wrote about the importance of letting women swim unencumbered. “Not only in matters of swimming but in all forms of activity woman’s [sic] natural development is seriously restricted and impaired by social customs and costumes and all sorts of prudish and Puritanical ideas,” she wrote in How to Swim in 1918.16

         But when the bikini was unveiled decades later, she didn’t sound quite so progressive. “The bikini shows too much,” she said, according to the Boston Sunday Globe.17 “Only two women in a million can wear it. And it’s a very big mistake to try.”

         Annette Kellerman was willing to create an avant-garde new rule, one saying people should be, in some contexts, free to escape the confines of culture. But social norms are as strong as they are arbitrary. The female navel was too much, even for a radical like her.

         Daniel, Part I

         In 2007, Daniel, a young man living in Ottawa, had recently dropped out of college after a long illness. He was bumming around, unsure what to do with himself. His family was urging him to pick a career. Any career.

         He considered teaching high school history, but he found Canada’s bureaucratic teacher-certification program daunting. He figured getting an early-childhood education certificate would be easier than becoming a licensed teacher, so he took early-childhood development classes at night through a local college. He had always loved working with little kids, and he was awed by how important the first five years of life are, in terms of human development. At worst, he thought, it would be a fast track into teaching elementary school.

         His family was relieved Daniel had finally settled on a path toward adulthood, but privately, they hoped preschool was just a starting point to a proper teaching job. Daniel’s father was especially unimpressed, calling early-childhood education Daniel’s “Mickey Mouse” degree.

         When Daniel arrived for one job interview, he walked up to the school secretary’s desk and told her he was the job candidate. “Are you Danielle?” the woman said.

         “Daniel,” he answered.

         The first thing that happens when we encounter a norm violator, says Chris Crandall, is to subtly communicate that they have strayed. What kind of hair is that? Where did you get that outfit? Are you Danielle? The idea is to give you a chance to prove your normalcy after all.

         On a tour of one center, preschool administrators showed Daniel the men’s bathroom. It was being used as a storage closet. “We’ve never had a man work here before,” they explained.

         For Daniel, it was moments like these—grasping that he would need to alert people not to refill their office supplies whenever he needed to urinate—it really hit him that he was not going to blend in effortlessly. Almost all my interview subjects had a moment like this, one where they personified the Sesame Street song, “One of these things is not like the others.” They felt like a skydiver as the first rush of open atmosphere whips past. They were on their own.

         There might be more men finding themselves in Daniel’s position soon. Traditionally manly jobs in factories are disappearing,18 and some of the jobs with the greatest projected growth, like home health aides and nurse practitioners, are historically and overwhelmingly female.

         Laid-off, male coal miners and factory-floor workers have been reluctant to take these jobs. Part of it has to do with hang-ups around gender stereotypes: “I’ve always seen a woman in the position of a nurse or some kind of health care worker. I see it as more of a woman’s touch,” is how one laid-off welder put it to the New York Times in 2017.19

         Although some research suggests men who enter traditionally female professions are put on a fast track to supervisory positions—a phenomenon called the “glass escalator”—there’s also evidence that men are just not as respected when they’re in roles like nursing or elementary school teaching. In one survey, half of men thought women make better nurses than men, and 16 percent of women thought so, too. Only male patients preferred male nurses, and only when the task the nurse would be doing was something intimate, like giving them a bath or shaving their genitals.20

         Some male teachers of young children are similarly stigmatized. A 2002 sociological study21 of male elementary school teachers found they were afraid to let children sit on their laps, something female teachers often allowed. Even when parents were happy their children had male teachers, they sometimes projected stereotypes onto the men. As the sociologist Paul Sargent wrote, one single mom was happy her son would have a male teacher, Javier, because she was concerned her son was getting too interested in art and poetry. Javier, as it happened, loved art and poetry.

         
              

         

         Daniel, who is rotund, with dark hair and glasses, enjoys people and thrives on a certain amount of bedlam. I met him and his boyfriend, Patrick, for lunch one summer at a popular Toronto Thai spot called Salad King.

         Daniel explained that as he worked his way up through various preschools in Toronto, he occasionally faced judgment from parents. One mom asked the principal not to leave Daniel alone with her kids. At one job, if he was the first to arrive to work, a mom would wait in the room awkwardly with him until a female staffer arrived. More typically, moms would second-guess his opinions. “Mum knows and that’s it,” he told me. “Upon giving birth, there’s a beam of light that imbues you with knowledge.”

         Perhaps it was no wonder moms were so skeptical of male early-childhood experts: they are vanishingly rare. In the U.S., men make up just over 2 percent22 of all preschool and kindergarten teachers, and the numbers are similar in Canada. Most of the men Daniel studied early-childhood development with had left the field almost immediately. Kids, apparently also unsure what to make of him, tended to call him “Miss Daniel.”

         When Daniel did an Ask Me Anything interview with Reddit, the social network, it attracted the attention of so-called men’s rights activists. They wrote things like, “What is this stupid man doing? Why is he working with kids, he’s gonna get himself accused, and his life is over,” Daniel recalled.

         At the time, he laughed it off.

         When we reached this point in the interview, Patrick interjected, trying to sum up how people think of his partner: “He’s either a unicorn or the scary penis.”

         
              

         

         In 2017, Daniel became the supervisor of a daycare center in Toronto. The role put him in charge of hiring, training, billing, and otherwise running a center for children aged nine months to four years.

         The new job was fun and rewarding, but stressful. The entire staff was new, so there was a lot of turnover at first. There were cameras in all the classrooms, and in one case, Daniel had to fire a male teacher because he saw him yelling at a child.

         The sudden disappearance of a male teacher clearly rattled the parents. “Ooooh, I’m so sorry about Mr. Michael,” the moms said. Then, more hesitantly, they’d add, “Did anything happen? Is there anything we should be…concerned about?” Daniel estimates he reassured about forty moms that day that essentially, no, Mr. Michael did not molest their children.

         That’s on top of the more run-of-the-mill disasters, like the toilets exploding or the virus that mowed down all the teachers in one week. Out of forty-five children, eleven had anaphylactic allergies. One girl was allergic to cold (yes, in Canada). One boy, unbeknownst to his parents, was allergic to legumes. One child’s parents claimed he was allergic to “anything red.”

         A few months into Daniel’s tenure, it became clear that one of the teachers on staff was “not working out.” She was an older woman who seemed rather set in her ways. Her room was often messy, Daniel and a coworker told me. She would, for example, leave moldy chickpeas in the cupboards or ignore some of the kids while they climbed on top of tables. When Daniel gave her instructions on how to improve, she would say, according to Daniel, “How do you know? You’ve never had kids.”

         After a string of problems, Daniel sat the woman down and told her she was fired. He had expected her to be sad, but instead, she grew enraged.

         “This is racism,” he remembers the woman, who was not a native English speaker, saying. Then she said, “I feel so blessed to be leaving here.”

         Shortly after that, a review appeared on the daycare’s Facebook page purporting to be from a parent of one of the children. It called the daycare center “racist” and made references to the person being “blessed.” It seemed like it was written by someone who speaks English as a second language. Toward the end, as though in a throwaway line, it claimed Daniel touched kids inappropriately.

         Daniel suspects the post was written by a relative of the fired employee. (When I contacted the fired employee, she denied that either she or a relative had written the post. She also said Daniel had never behaved inappropriately with a child.)

         Everyone doubted Daniel would do such a thing. The daycare center’s cameras meant all the employees’ actions were visible. And as a supervisor, Daniel wasn’t in the classrooms much.

         The owner of the daycare called the former employee and told her that the review needed to come down immediately or lawyers would get involved. The post was down within minutes, Daniel says. The timing added to his suspicion that the former employee did, indeed, have something to do with it.

         However, since an allegation of child abuse counts as a “serious occurrence,” the owner had to contact the local Children’s Aid Society to report the incident. The idea of being tarred as one of “those” male preschool teachers who hurts kids terrified Daniel. The very thing that made Daniel different looked like it was about to bring about his downfall. That afternoon, Daniel paced the halls, crying. He figured his career was over.

         Julia, Part I

         The mirror image of Daniel is an American NASCAR driver named Julia Landauer. Like Daniel, she pursued the vocation she’s most passionate about, even though few people of her gender do.

         The top two series of NASCAR are called the Monster Energy Cup series and the Xfinity series. (As I would learn, everything in NASCAR is about branding.) The women currently racing in those series number in the single digits. The winner of each of the 2,546 races in the history of the top NASCAR series23 has been a man. Just below that level, trying to break through to the top, is twenty-eight-year-old Julia.

         I wanted to see what goes into racing while female, so one day Julia invited me to come watch her as she did her workout—one that would prepare her to wrangle a 3,400-pound machine with, I’m guessing, a size 2 frame.

         Julia is brunette and slight, but with squared-off shoulders and sinewy limbs, like a ballerina who could probably kick your ass. I was expecting a tomboy, but she’s more like a cool nerd. She’s exceedingly polite and doesn’t like fighting or roughhousing. She wears makeup, and though she told me she’s not starting a family anytime soon, when she sees babies her ovaries go “into overdrive,” as she puts it. In case you’re wondering, she dates men.

         At the gym, she sprang between the elliptical, rowing machine, and sets of planks, push-ups, and what she calls “leopard crawls” across the room on her toes and hands. She grabbed a 15-pound weight and tipped it back and forth like a steering wheel. She laid back on a bench and lifted her head up and down. Racers—including the famed Dale Earnhardt Jr.—get concussions, and this exercise builds neck strength to help protect against them.

         Before we left, Julia sat on the edge of a sit-up bench, closed her eyes, and moved her hands through the air like she was turning a wheel—first gently right, then gently left, her feet cocked on invisible pedals. She was visualizing the track, coaxing her muscles to learn its shape. She did this for one dry lap, and, just in case, for one lap in the rain.

         Later that day, she stretched out in front of her silver MacBook to study videos of past races. The key was to learn the track, to find out where her car should be, where she should pass, and what she should look out for. On one video, when the camera zoomed in, you could see the drivers shake from the sheer force of the speed, like astronauts during liftoff.
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