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For Susannah,


For going on the errand with me









Whoever cannot seek


the unforeseen sees nothing,


for the known way


is an impasse.


—Heraclitus
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INTRODUCTION


If the family that raised me had a motto, it would be: We’re fucked. The origin of this credo stems from an incident trying to exit a mall parking garage when the parking-machine ticket was lost for all of three seconds. In those three seconds, trapped by the mechanical arm, our lives as contributing members of society were extinguished. Now we would live inside this garage forever. Goodbye, cruel world. We’ll be huddled by the Nordstrom entrance in zone B6 for the rest of our days.


We laugh about this story because it possesses a deep truth about the worldview of its protagonist, the woman behind the wheel of the car, the one who could not locate the ticket: my mother. The shortest line between A and B is not “The ticket must be here somewhere.” It’s “Game over.” That moment represents a pervasive anxiety about the inevitable doom nipping at our heels and, worse yet, the belief that we could not meet that doom and deal. We’d be fucked.


We laugh because of how ridiculous this is on its face, of course. But also because of who is saying this. My mom is one of the strongest, most resourceful, most courageous people this world has ever known. And she has been led by her intuitive sense. My grandmother was Mennonite, and my mother grew up in a Mennonite-adjacent religion, Church of the Brethren, in rural western Pennsylvania. They believed in pacifism, austerity, and humility. The women in my family are seers—they connect with the dead, they get visions in dreams, they know when someone is pregnant before they have been told. My mother’s mother loved to lead us on walks through cemeteries. Since she died, she has come to my aunts and cousins in the form of songs on the radio, in deer standing in special spots, in rainbows at family reunions.


Being plugged into these experiences is powerful, and yet in Mennonite culture one’s own power is to be met with suspicion, especially for women. The diminishment of the individual in favor of the good of the collective is a central tenet of the faith. It also results in knee-jerk self-deprecation, so much so that having a bit of self-esteem is synonymous with pride, a sin. On my mother’s side, this ranges from no one being able to accept a compliment to outright declarations of one’s own stupidity. Intuitive experiences contradict those messages. Also, you come into this world steeped in original sin, which makes it tough to trust yourself. And experiencing intuition within an orthodox religion is complicated, too. Because what is that voice? Is it God? Or your own inner voice? How to square personal knowing with abiding faith? That special knowledge became the source of shame for a great many women in that culture. And shame is such a tough adversary to tangle with. It’s so bone-deep that few of us can even name it. As Taffy Brodesser-Akner writes, “What is it about shame that always feels like the truth?”


Intuition is considered a little bit shameful whether you are Mennonite or not. We are taught that knowing without knowing why is irrational, fanciful. Being plugged into the spiritual is often reductively considered “woo-woo” at best, superstitious at worst. And yet we know from experience that taking the intuitive route can have the greatest outcomes for our lives. Against all odds, my mom listened to her intuition, which led her down a very different path. She was the first person in her family to leave her community and go to college, where she started out studying chemistry (practical, rational) and changed tracks to history—not the most lucrative or pragmatic. In her career, she followed the breadcrumbs of her curiosity to magical discoveries that had positive repercussions for the living ancestors of the people she animated in her scholarship. She is kind of an intuitive genius. She didn’t so much subscribe to five-year plans but to following the next exciting step. Like an incantation, she told me and my sister, Susannah, to always trust our guts.


That proof is in her life and her achievements. And yet lurking in the shadows is anxiety, the constant companion. As someone without pedigree, she suffered from impostor syndrome in the rarefied institutions she earned her way into. When I was eight years old and Susannah was one, she became a single mom. She felt a sense of scarcity and precarity. She did a great job—I was a somewhat feral latchkey kid but also took weekend art classes and went on family vacations. And yet, with one false move it seemed like the whole house of cards could come tumbling down. You lost that parking garage ticket? You, my friend, are you-know-what. No wiggle room, no grace. In addition to intuition, I think anxiety was the ubiquitous pressure that propelled her.


Both of these voices were ingrained equally: Trust your gut. We’re fucked. This is a battle royale between anxiety and intuition. Anxiety wants to keep you small; intuition wants you to expand. Anxiety pokes holes of doubt into all your dreams; intuition wants you to trust that whatever happens, you can handle it. These two are in a constant tug-of-war. So which voice wins?


To people living in the twenty-first century, paradoxical messages are no surprise. There’s so much noise, our heads are spinning. Am I supposed to flatten my stomach or embrace my curves? Rest or mobilize? Unplug or build a platform? Be flexible or boundaried? Parent my children gently or let my kids free-range? We’ve become separated from our intuition and, worse yet, taught that it is a faulty faculty, an ephemeral, emotional thing, when it is really so much more.


I became a mother during the first Trump administration, and all I wanted to do was read my horoscope and go to psychics. Nothing made sense anymore. I wasn’t alone. Never before have tarot readers, astrologers, mediums, and other purveyors of supernatural intelligence been more popular or more mainstream. Psychic services is a $2.2 billion industry, with a growth rate of 2.6 percent in 2021. So many women worship at the altar of Gwyneth Paltrow and her coterie of intuitive practitioners, from medical intuitives to psychic mediums to dream interpreters. Intuition is a wing of the wellness industry, a component of self-care. A 2021 Pew survey found that 29 percent of Americans say they have no religion—a 6 percent increase from 2016—and 28 percent of Americans describe themselves as spiritual but not religious. Millennials and Gen Z have replaced religion with spirituality. People are hungry for a different, more personal, less hierarchical way of knowing. We crave spirituality that doesn’t make us feel dumb, and intellectualism that doesn’t discount the spirit.


In the spring of one of those Trump years, I attended an evening workshop in my neighborhood for women experiencing burnout. We journaled, we thrashed around the room, we screamed, we cried. We planted seeds of intention. Almost every woman said she wanted to learn to trust herself. We’ve been conditioned to second-guess and gaslight ourselves, to mortgage our inner authority to experts, institutions, and social norms. Learning to trust our intuition uncovers another script, a more encouraging voice. How do we find our way back?


Like blood, intuition is something you are born with. It is an ancient, adaptive ability designed to keep you alive. When your body knows something is amiss before your brain can catch up, that is intuition. It’s a knowing, without always knowing why. The why isn’t super important—it’s the knowing that matters.


People experience intuition differently. Some people receive it as a feeling, some in images, some in a push or a pull. For me, it’s the vibe I will have about something, anything, and before I can even begin to articulate it in words, my body says No, that’s a bad idea, in the form of constriction, or Yes, that’s a good idea, in the form of expansion, relief. For me, learning to listen to and to trust that inner voice has made “intuition” synonymous with self-belief.


And yet since the Enlightenment we have been indoctrinated in the belief that “rational” ways of knowing are superior to the intuitive. The information age in which we are living fetishizes data. It suggests that there is but one way of knowing: material, visible to the naked eye, quantifiable. But intuitive data doesn’t map easily onto an Excel spreadsheet. Yet it is data nonetheless.


Claiming intuition as a valid system of knowledge is revolutionary. To be right in this world is to be male, white, rich, straight, linear. It is to fit into hard right-angled boxes. To be wrong is to be not male, not white, not rich, not straight. Spirals, cycles, and complexity just don’t fit the constraints of our culture.


How do we learn to trust ourselves in a society that tells us we are wrong? Intuition tells you that you are right. If your way of knowing doesn’t align with the dominant form, you are not wrong.


One of the funny paradoxes about intuition is that it is both derided as not real and then trotted out in the highest-stakes moments. When faced with the choice between two jobs or two apartments or two romantic partners that both have an equal ledger of pros and cons, where there is no clear winner, what do you do? You go with your gut. It’s a fine idea, in theory, but why should you trust your gut at these critical junctures when you haven’t practiced using it in the day-to-day? We need to cultivate everyday intuition.


Intuition has been polarized, with feminized love-and-light airiness on one side and hard-nosed “go with your gut” business-speak on the other. It has been placed on a high mantel of the esoteric, where you gain insight through silent meditation and retreat. For most of us, that is just not a thing. I can barely use the bathroom without my kids banging down the door. And if you go to any airport bookstore you will see two books about intuition on the shelves, and they say contradictory things. Blink, by Malcolm Gladwell, argues that you should trust this so-called rapid cognition. Thinking, Fast and Slow, by Daniel Kahneman, says you shouldn’t, and that quantifiable data, rubrics, and spreadsheets are king. The intuition I’m talking about is not either/or; it just is. It’s the pull of history, the vibe you get walking into a room, the decisions we make, big and small, that don’t always make sense on paper but make sense for us. It’s the feeling of being guided, of a voice so resonant that it can feel almost outside of yourself and yet so essential, the deepest part of you.


You should trust your intuition. But first you have to figure out what intuition is to you, its true character, not the protective mechanism that masquerades as intuition: avoidance, anxiety, procrastination, whatever fear gets in your way. Intuition can be very difficult to disentangle from anxiety, and even harder to hear. And even if you don’t experience anxiety yourself (who even are you?), there are a lot of blocks to intuition. Perhaps it’s distraction, or numbing out, or ideology around the supremacy of certain ways of knowing. So how can we tease apart true, expansive, authentic intuition from its more nefarious doppelgangers: reactivity, bias, and just plain bad ideas?


What I am advocating for in this book is for you to trust yourself, and to realize which voices are worth trusting and which are not. An intuitive impulse is one that pokes an opening in the fabric of the everyday, a curiosity that will beckon you down a different road, ultimately toward your greater good. Hitler and any other number of madmen throughout history trusted themselves and it didn’t turn out well, nor do the inner voices of self- or outward destruction that tell us to harm ourselves or others. That’s not intuition, and that’s not what I’m talking about here.


Our unconscious biases can wear the mask of intuition as well. We live in a racist, sexist, classist (you name it “-ist”) society that fills our brains with trash ideas. Even if we rationally know some ideas are garbage, they percolate up because it is the water in which we swim. Take the popular genre of true crime, one micro example that reflects a greater truth about bias. In countless documentaries and podcasts, middle-class white women are centered as the victims of violent crime. You might get the idea that this demographic suffers the most from violent crime, and it might inspire hypervigilance and paranoia at becoming the next victim. In reality, young men of color are disproportionately the victims of violence in the United States. When you skim poorly sourced articles and social media accounts that attempt to provide alternative theories about facts, be it the rotundity of planet Earth or the link between vaccines and autism, then what “feels right” has perilous consequences for both the individual and society at large. It’s crucial to interrogate the trickier, dangerous side of intuitions.


The self-trust for which I’m advocating doesn’t mean that every intuition you follow will be correct. But an intuitively led life is a framework and a process, not a zero-sum game. Say you married the wrong person. One way of looking at it is that you had lousy intuition when it came time to choose a partner. But from another angle, your intuition is actually quite good, because you realized you were with the wrong person and got out of that marriage. Like opening the heart, you can’t choose to accept only joy. With an open heart can come great sorrow. The same with intuition: it isn’t always going to be easy, seamless, or “right.” But you can train it to be open for the next experience. Learning to trust your intuition is a way of being in the world.


Intuition is not weak. It’s actually pretty hardcore. When you begin to start tuning out the many voices and messages that surround us, it can become an act of defiance. What do you want? Intuition will rarely tell you to buy or consume something. More often, it will tell you to lie down. Do nothing. Watch. Wait. Developing intuition doesn’t cost a lot of money, but it does cost effort: the effort of noticing, presence, and discernment. It is the effort of data collection, except this data is about how you feel, and the yardstick is your quality of life. When you begin to tap into what you really want, your life might actually get harder in the short term. Your intuition may tell you what you already know and what is hard to act on: that the relationship isn’t right, the job isn’t good, your life needs changing. But as one intuitive master, Oprah Winfrey, once said, “Difficulties come when you don’t pay attention to life’s whisper. Life always whispers to you first, but if you ignore the whisper, sooner or later you’ll get a scream.”


In disentangling anxiety and intuition, you can begin to uncover all the good stuff that is here, too. Your intuition can lead you to tiny joys papered over by the doldrums of the everyday. It won’t stop bad things from happening. As psychic Nelly Reznik says, “Intuition won’t fix all your problems. But it will make you a more active participant in your life.”


I cast the widest of nets to figure out how to do just that, ergo the subtitle of this book, and I look to psychology and science and psychics. Intuition is such a huge question that not just one of these disciplines can begin to answer all of its mysteries. All of these schools of thought have important things to say, and frankly I need and want them all. I interviewed neuroscientists and psychics, entrepreneurs and psychedelic ceremonial leaders, ER doctors and hypnotherapists, economists and tarot card readers, statisticians and psychologists, all of whom study and use intuition in their respective fields. Themes emerged. Though the methods and tools they employ to get at the truth are indeed quite distinct, the ideas about intuition that they advance are not always so different. Most importantly, I interviewed regular people who have mastered their intuition—they know when to listen and how to trust it. If you’re reading this book with a pen, their words are the ones you should underline.


This book is structured like a swimming pool: we begin in the shallow end, where you can touch the bottom, conceptually speaking, by examining intuition through the lenses of science—the sciences of the brain, society, and the body. From there we progress into deeper waters: the notion of women’s intuition, ways of accessing the unconscious, premonitions, and psychic ability. Trying to capture this slippery concept can feel like trying to staple Jell-O to the wall. But moving from the most grounded examination of intuition to the most ethereal, it becomes clear that intuition touches most every facet of life.


Intuition as a concept has some essential qualities, as we’ll see, but each person’s experience of it is very personal. I have made myself my own laboratory to test different theories. My experience is not the be-all and end-all, and your mileage may vary. I’m not a spiritual teacher or a mental health professional. I’m a forty-two-year-old mother of two. I want to watch Bravo and go to bed by 9 p.m. I’ll always have more questions than answers. I get it wrong a lot. I gnash my teeth and blame everybody but myself. Sometimes I stop trying for a while and go on my phone and smoke cigarettes and polish my resentments and water my grudges. Then I try again. I wrote this book to fill a gap between the pithy bullet points of self-help and the dense tomes of academic studies translated into pop psychology. I suspect that this book shouldn’t fit neatly into either genre, but into a third: something intellectually rigorous but at the same time pragmatic, polyphonic, and also personal.


When I set out to disentangle anxiety from intuition, I did not know the difference between them. They both simmered in the same stew of urgency. Today, as I write this, I do know the difference. They might live on the same cul-de-sac, but their homes are quite distinct. Still, just severing the two conceptually is not enough; I have to remember again every day, and try anew every day. I let myself be changed by this research. This is how I got there.


The following is an invitation. And like the many Paperless Post invites clogging your inbox, you don’t have to RSVP yes to all of them. Take what works, leave what doesn’t. This is just one woman’s attempt to try to trust herself in a world, culture, and familial inheritance that says she shouldn’t. The following is a yearslong quest in trying, and trying again. The quest is also a homecoming. These are questions about intuition and shame and anxiety that women in my family and beyond have been wrestling with for generations.


Intuition is something we all possess. Harnessing it as your guide can become an orientation toward life. It can be your north star, and the foundation for everything. Best of all, it can make you feel less alone, less wrong. It can be grand and mystical. It can also answer the simple question “What needs to happen next?” If we can escape the noise of our egos for a moment, we can find the grandeur in the small. These intuitive hits are the fractals of majesty reflected in the mundane. They are an energizing current through daily life. In the most pragmatic application, intuition is triage, prioritizing the next right step—to drink a glass of water, to take a break, to stop and wonder. And through the accumulation of those tiny moments, like a flurry that turns into a snowstorm, it can lead to something awesome.


And somehow, in our mixed-up world, there are people, extraordinary people, who have learned the language of their intuition, its vernacular and its cadences. They are lessons hard-won, usually. You probably know some of them, and the question is always: How? How do they come with such energy, presence, and confidence? How did they learn to trust themselves? As I set out to make my days more transcendent and to build a more trusting relationship with myself, I knew the perfect person with whom to commence my investigation.









CHAPTER 1
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EVERYDAY INTUITION


The scene: an apartment building in the South Bronx, New York, 1973. A family comes home. The young girl is with her grandparents. They are her caretakers, because her mom and dad are in the grip of addiction.


The grandfather has a favorite chair, as grandfathers do. He goes to take his usual seat in the corner, by the built-in bar. But the girl, no more than five, issues a warning.


“Don’t sit there,” she says.


“Why, mija?” He chuckles and takes his seat.


“No, please don’t sit there,” she repeats.


She begins to cry. The little girl’s tears sway him. “Ay, no llores,” he says, laughing, as he moves to appease her.


Moments later, a crack ruptures the ceiling above the grandfather’s chair. Moments after that, the crack gives way, raining down plaster and cement. The ceiling—in the spot exactly above where the grandfather would have been sitting had his granddaughter not compelled him to move out of the way—caves in.


Melissa Coss Aquino, the little girl from the Bronx, grew up to be a professor, novelist, and mother of two sons, both now grown. She is the kind of person who, once you are around her, you only want to be around her more. You could call it presence, or energy, or a vibe. She is constantly fielding phone calls from friends, family, and former students seeking her counsel. She listens, she connects, she plays surrogate mom, auntie, big sister to many. Her light fills any room. She has long, curly hair and a full-throated laugh, which she often employs to laugh at herself. She is dropped in, enough so that she somehow, at age five, saved her grandfather’s life.


Ever since that ceiling collapsed, she’s felt guided by her intuition. It has kept her and those around her safe in ways she cannot explain with logic alone. She listens to that inner voice—most of the time. Even the most intuitive among us are still subject to the chatter of the brain. You know the sound: the critical bully that cuts your intuitive impulse off at the knees. The one that says, Why are you overreacting? Don’t make a stink, you’ll look foolish. Just do what you’ve always done, you silly idiot. None of us are immune. But Melissa has made it her life’s work to try to follow a quieter voice, one born of instinct, survival, and a little bit of magic.


“I live according to my intuition,” Melissa tells me matter-of-factly. She isn’t a psychic or peddling her wares on social media. “I’m just a bruja next door!” she says, laughing. Rather, she has taken that faculty that life has given her—that she believes life gives all of us—and made it her north star. What I love about Melissa is that she has this magic yet is still a serious person. She has a doctorate and a job as a professor of English at Bronx Community College; she pays her taxes. She is no ding-dong, as our data-driven, rationalist, left-brain culture would have you believe. Melissa has figured out a way to integrate her intuition into everyday life.


It makes a perfect kind of sense that the time and place I first encountered Melissa was steeped in magic. We met at an all-women writers’ residency on an island in Puget Sound. We’d go for long evening walks, watching otters flop around in the marsh, having the kind of meandering, luxuriant conversations that occur when you’re suspended from everyday responsibilities. Melissa, to me, seemed to have an otherworldly type of knowledge in the midst of harsh life circumstances. She told me about growing up in the Bronx in the seventies and eighties, her parents’ addictions, and the solace her grandmother provided. She mentioned feeling protected by something larger than herself, or something within herself. It seemed as if she had a force field around her. “There were times when I was a teenager and I was about to get into a car with a guy, and I would feel a hand on my chest, physically stopping me from getting inside,” she said. To feel that sensation is one thing. To actually heed its warning and not talk yourself out of it is quite another.


One night she took a picture of me, then six months pregnant, in the late summer light. On the brink of becoming a mother, I could feel myself moving into a new, visceral knowledge. You could call it hormonal, or evolutionary, but I know it was more than that. It was intuition, an impulse, and a knowledge that came from a place that was not my thinking brain. And here in my path was someone who seemed intimately familiar with it. I lapped up Melissa’s stories and attached myself to her like a barnacle, hoping to become her friend and learn her way of being in the world.


Melissa still resides in the Bronx, in a rambling three-story home on a hill in Kingsbridge Heights with her husband, Fernando, who also holds a PhD in political science and teaches at Lehman College. The couple married in their early twenties, after six weeks of courtship (hello, intuition!). One morning, four years after we met on that magical island, I meet up with her down the hill to try to re-create one of those sprawling conversational walks.


Her life wasn’t always so settled and prosperous. “I grew up in a benign neglect that would put you in danger,” she tells me as we cross over a highway to Van Cortlandt Park and its expansive wooded trails. “I say ‘benign’ because the older people themselves were in danger too, everybody was in danger,” she says. “And you’re the only person with your head about you, even though you were five. How many times I had to pull my mom back from a car crossing the street when I was a kid!”


Melissa credits the influence of two important family members for her ability to notice and to act: her maternal grandmother and her father. “By the time I was seven, I was alone with my grandmother. That’s not the same as five or six people in the house,” she says. The grandfather whose life she saved from the ceiling cave-in died a few years later. That solitude the two shared came in the form of quiet. “My grandmother and I bond over how much quiet we need. Everyone I’ve encountered who learns to listen a little more learns to listen to silence,” she says.


That silence was punctuated by appearances by her father. “He was a man who wore a pinkie ring and cowboy boots in the South Bronx,” she says. “That’s a lot of personality going on.” He retired from formal education in ninth grade, as he had an undiagnosed learning disability. But he was smart and driven, and made the city his school: “People called him the Philosopher. He would joke about having a PhD in streetology. It was all-encompassing—intellectual, spiritual—but not academic. He was incredibly aware, but he didn’t have any degrees, so he wasn’t valued as a thinker. Even though he was super machista with his wives and women, he was super feminist with his daughters. He’d say, ‘You have to go to school—I don’t want to hear about wedding gowns, I want to hear about caps and gowns!’” Melissa laughs. His spiritual intelligence was one he came by honestly. “His grandmother read cards, read leaves. They hid their Indigenous spirituality in Catholicism, in the saints,” she says, describing the traditions and practices her family brought from Puerto Rico. Even though her dad never explicitly taught her about their spiritual lineage—and much of that knowledge has been lost because of colonialism and slavery—he provided a model for what an intuitive life could look like.


He was a bundle of contradictions, but his words resonated with Melissa. He wasn’t always present in her life, but he wanted to protect her. “He always said, ‘Do your thing, make sure your name is on the lease, don’t let anyone fuck with you,’” she recalls. “At one point he sat me down and said, ‘You’re attractive, you’re smart. But you have to know that if you get involved with certain dudes, or go down certain roads, not even I will be able to help you out. So choose carefully.’”


She did choose carefully. She was the first in her family to attend college. She spent a semester abroad in Brazil, where she was confronted with the kinds of choices her dad had warned her about.


“I was nineteen, studying at the University of São Paulo. I was hanging out with some women who were going to take a trip to Rio that some older men were funding. A part of me was like, I’ve seen it all before. No one is going to mess with me.” She took a bus to Rio to join the others. “But when I got there,” she recalls, “I could not for the life of me pick up the phone and call the person who was supposed to pick me up. I sat on the beach in Copacabana, in the rain, for hours. The message at that moment was very clear: You can go, but you will pay. And it will be big.”


In the end, she never made the call. “I sat on that beach for so long that it was almost a fugue state. Then the fever dropped and I was just very clear: I need to get on the bus and go back to São Paulo. And I left, as if I’d always known the answer, but I didn’t. I had to get shaken up.”


I recall a more recent time Melissa got a big no like that.


“Do you remember last summer you were going to drive down to see me in Brooklyn, and then you texted me right before like ‘Nope, sorry, I’m not’?” I ask.


“And then there were cars floating down the Major Deegan?!” Melissa laughs. The Major Deegan Expressway is the road Melissa drives from her house to mine. “I don’t even think it was raining when I texted you that!”


It wasn’t. It was a perfectly normal sunny day in August, not a cloud in the sky. But that clear sky would later turn dark and pour down torrential rains.


“I trust you on this stuff now,” I say, “but walk me through that decision. How did that information come to you? Explain it to me like I’m a golden retriever.”


“I think a golden retriever would resent that,” she says, laughing. “I’m super verbal,” she explains. “When I was younger, it was more physical, my stomach would clench at the sight of a person that would put me on guard. Now it is literally the voices in my head. I’ll hear a Don’t fuck with that. And I’ll say back, But c’mon, why can’t I have fun?!” Understandable. But even more critical to the whole intuitive endeavor is this: “There’s a part of me that has to check in and make sure that’s not just fear speaking.”


This is the million-dollar question. How can we differentiate when the impulse to stay away is a wise intuitive download and when it’s a neurotic pattern of fear? When is the voice anxiety, my constant companion, and when is it true intuition, my new and sometimes flaky friend?


For people living in the twenty-first century, anxiety is the very air we breathe. It’s the push notifications on our phones, the climate crisis, inflation, the threat of fascism if you’re liberal, the threat of the other if you’re conservative. Coupled with the trauma of COVID, anxiety is very real and very debilitating. Everyone’s anxiety is different. My anxiety is pretty mean. It tells me I am never good enough. Anxiety will often stop me from saying what I need to say for fear of hurting someone’s feelings and making them feel bad, which wouldn’t be setting an appropriate boundary and advocating for myself—no, no, no—but would be shameful. My anxiety doesn’t do a great job with scale. An argument with my husband and I’m living on the street. An unreturned text and my friendships have all been lies. My anxiety can twist any compliment into the most withering insult and shade any accomplishment into a reflection of my inherent mediocrity. In a more generous interpretation, my anxiety has been adaptive: it has powered and propelled me forward. But that energy source is a bad one, like nuclear runoff. It has awful implications for the living beings in the surrounding environs. Anxiety is an endlessly renewable resource, but it is toxic.


I recently came up against this precise clash of shame versus intuition when debating whether to apply for a teaching position at my alma mater. On paper, I am qualified for the job, but academic hiring is notoriously political and subject to opaque criteria known only to the hiring committee. My relationship with the institution is fraught, to put it mildly: tens of thousands of dollars in debt; adjuncting as a lecturer teaching classes to students I care for deeply while being passively abused by the administration; never feeling quite like I belong or that I am good enough. The opening was for a job I’d love, plus the opportunity to go from part-time wooden marionette to full-time real-boy faculty, with health insurance and an office to boot. But to put myself in a position to be rejected would reinforce the bad stories I tell myself about myself, about not being good enough. “I have Stockholm syndrome from that place,” I texted a friend. “I know they are bad for me, but I want them still. Or my ego wants them.”


Back and forth like this for days. It felt like selling myself short not to apply and like flirting with self-harm to do so. I was afraid of being rejected and reinforcing the narrative of not good enough. Is that self-protection or self-defeating fear? Or would applying just mean I was looking to fill the hole inside myself (inside all of us) which is more like an abyss? The abyss of being human? Or would I—could I—get the job?! Is it an anxious, avoidant behavior to opt out of even trying, or is that a wise intuition? You can see the knots tying!


When I laid out the calculus of the problem for friends, they inevitably had their own conundrum of anxiety versus intuition. My friend Helen told me about the specter of an apartment she didn’t rent that she now thinks about all the time. She read meaning into the application process itself: she opted for apartment number one, but when she tried to pay the security deposit to the landlord via Zelle, it wouldn’t go through. Then the landlord of apartment number two called her and said they’d waive the broker fee.


Of course, the knots we tie ourselves into around decisions like these are never just about a job, never just about an apartment. They are repositories of our histories, our generational traumas, our life choices that might have never been choices at all. Housing is fraught for Helen. She’s an unfettered Sagittarius, for one, so putting down roots is tough for her no matter what. Her Jewish ancestors were forced from their homes and homelands. And signing a lease is no joke when you’re a writer and an adjunct professor whose source of income isn’t predictable or permanent. Helen is aware that these factors are all at play no matter where she decides to live. These thorny inheritances are perhaps the most difficult (and most important) sites to discern our intuition. But she couldn’t get that other apartment out of her head. Ultimately, she went with apartment one. But apartment two, and perhaps the alternate life she would have lived inside it, obsessed her enough that she left a handwritten note to the current tenants asking them to get in touch should they ever move.


So: anxiety or intuition?


When my friend doesn’t want to go on another internet date, is it because she’s had bad luck in the past, or is that disinclination some kind of mechanism protecting her from a potential creep?


When you don’t want to go to the party that an acquaintance has invited you to, is that intuition preventing some unforeseen social tragedy or anxiety preventing the vulnerability of putting yourself out there?


When I feel nauseated at the thought of driving and want to hand the keys over to someone else—anyone else—is that a big “no” presaging a horrible accident? Or is it because I was actually in a horrible accident decades ago, and painful memories of it are still real in my body?


This is such a ubiquitous conundrum that it often comes up as a meme in my feed: a woman puzzling over equations on a whiteboard, with a caption to the effect of “Is it anxiety or intuition?”


In the end, I didn’t apply for the job. My intuition had been pushing me in a different direction, one that felt less fraught. The brass rings I’d been taught to reach for no longer felt like they fit me. I was coming to know myself in a new way, and uncharted pathways were opening up. The days I craved now looked different from what I thought I had wanted. This is one thread of what intuition is for: to align one’s external life more closely to the internal. So how can we become more like Melissa, who uses intuition to simply live better? Let’s start with the origin point of both our anxiety and our intuition, my friend, my tormentor—the brain.









CHAPTER 2


[image: Black and white illustration of an eye]


BECOMING EXPERTS IN OURSELVES


As a goalkeeper, Briana Scurry never looked at her opponent as she approached in a penalty kick. Having played professionally and on Olympic teams, at pivotal moments, she says, “my MO is to not even look and just focus on what I need to do, on my preparation for everything.” But in the championship Women’s World Cup game in 1999, the US women’s team was tied with China and the game came down to a shootout. Scurry had missed the first two kicks. On the third kick, facing Liu Ying, Scurry did something differently.


“As I was walking into the penalty area to present myself for the save, I heard something in my mind say look,” Scurry says. She heeded the call. “I watched her approach the penalty spot, which is something that I didn’t normally do, and I knew right then that that was the one I was going to save.”


In that split second before Ying kicked, Scurry says, “time slowed down. Everything she did was slow motion and very clear. She opened her hips up, she approached short from the same side, I saw the inside of her foot she was using, so I knew exactly where she was going before she kicked the ball.”


The way Scurry describes the experience, it sounds like magic. And perhaps it was. But Scurry was also relying on something else: her expertise. This is the intuition of blood, sweat, and tears, the intuition of ten thousand hours of experience, of what Malcolm Gladwell, in Blink, calls “rapid cognition.” To mere mortals, Scurry’s save looks like the work of the gods. But to the neuroscientists who study intuition, the save is pattern recognition at the highest, fastest, most optimized level.


As I did research for this book, I noticed right away that scientists and psychics alike study and use intuition. Can they possibly be talking about the same thing? While a psychic might contend that intuition is the province of the spirit, neuroscientists attribute it to the brain.


Neuroscientist Patrick House describes the brain thusly: “a thrift-store bin of evolutionary hacks Russian-dolled into a watery, salty piñata we call a head.” Our brain’s main job is to keep us alive, and recognizing patterns rapidly is an evolutionary asset. So, to neuroscientists, intuition is pattern recognition and memory retrieval that happens superfast, below the level of our consciousness, and often results in biofeedback (sweaty palms, a lump forming in your throat, a wave of nausea). Our brains process the data and spit it out in sweat and feelings. Our minds make meaning from it. Our bodies are inextricably linked to it all. Attempting to locate an Intuition Central in the brain is kind of a fool’s errand (one this fool spent many hours trying to find) because of the complex and dynamic interplay of the human beast.


We’d like to think of our brains as computer processing hardware, but it’s much more complicated than that. University of Sussex neuroscientist Anil Seth describes it this way: “I use the word wetware to underline that brains are not computers made of meat. They are chemical machines as much as they are electrical networks. Every brain that has ever existed has been part of a living body, embedded in and interacting with its environment—an environment which in many cases contains embodied brains.” This is scientist-speak to say that all things are connected, and brains do not exist in isolation, literally or figuratively. But examining some functions of the brain—or, more specifically, how scientists who study the brain think about intuition—provides one level of understanding how we know without knowing why.


Today, neuroscientists divide the brain into three broad regions. The first is the so-called reptilian brain, our oldest ancestral inheritance, located at the very base of the cortex. All vertebrates, from birds in the sky to fish in the sea, share these structures, which are responsible for our most primitive processes and responses. The second is the more sophisticated limbic system, which deals with social and emotional processing. And above the limbic system is the neocortex, where higher-order brain function takes place, like sensory perception, cognition, motor commands, spatial reasoning, and language.


How is intuition different from instinct? Was it Scurry’s instinct that told her to look up at the kicker in that fateful match, or her intuition? I ask John Allman, a California Institute of Technology neuroscientist and the recipient of something called a Golden Brain Award. He is an eminence in the field of evolutionary and organismal biology. I spent one of the more humiliating hours of my life asking Dr. Allman to explain the difference between instinct and intuition.


Both take place without a great deal of conscious deliberation. But instinct, he tells me, is “genetically programmed behavior necessary for survival.” Dogs shake when they are wet, turtles hatch on the beach and make their way to the sea, birds fly south for the winter. Humans have fight-or-flight responses deeply encoded in the amygdala. The difference for humans, with our instinctual behaviors, is that fighting or fleeing is not always precisely applied, and can cause problems in relationships. (See: conflict avoidance and overly defensive protective behaviors.)


Intuition, on the other hand, also “does not require conscious intervention” but “has a strong learned component to it,” Allman says. Here he refers to social intuition and emotional intelligence. His research has pinpointed a group of neurons located in the anterior cingulate cortex and the frontal insular cortex. These are the von Economo neurons (VENs), also known as intuition neurons. They are four times the size of other brain cells and are present in great apes but not smaller monkeys. These neurons essentially allow large mammals to read social situations and cues and inform their owner what to do, intuitively. “The von Economo neurons may relay a fast intuitive assessment of complex social situations to facilitate the rapid adjustment of behavior in quickly changing social situations,” Allman says.


Human babies arrive with few VENs and go on to develop them within the first four years of life, acquiring far more than other large mammals. “It is as if the infant is in no need of intuition until they become more socially independent, and only need to learn behaviors that are adaptive in socially complex settings,” he says.


Allman studied the brains of people diagnosed with frontotemporal dementia, a type of dementia that results in a loss of empathy—basically, when Grandpa loses all filter and starts telling everyone how he really feels. They become estranged from family and friends and make poor decisions. In looking at these people’s brains, Allman and colleagues noted a denigration of VEN cells, suggesting that these large mammalian cells are responsible for our social graces. Similarly, people diagnosed with autism seem to have a deficit of VENs.


Social intuition isn’t the first definition that came to mind for me. And yet this kind of rapid knowing what to do, applied in social settings, is an area of intuition that neuroscience concerns itself with, perhaps because it is more readily explainable and measurable. If you were to think of someone who is socially intuitive, some of the adjectives that would come to mind might include easy, organic, natural, fluid, comforting, and knowing just what to say and do. You might apply the same adjectives to what you consider when you think of intuition in your life, whether that’s knowing what to eat for lunch or when to leave a relationship. This information can come in quick, fully formed, and without much deliberation. It speaks to the compelling wonder of the subject that the hardest of scientists, someone with a literal Golden Brain and a lab at Caltech, studies “intuition,” as do spiritual charlatans self-publishing in Comic Sans. I admit this is part of the pull for me to try to unpack it all.


Another place in the Venn diagram where the spiritual and the scientific seem to overlap is in the experience of the flow state. Flow is that peak human experience in which your brain and your body are fully united in tackling the task at hand and time seems to dissolve. Unlike just zoning out or hyperfocusing on something, the flow state is ecstatic—people have described their flow experiences as imparting a sense of clarity and of obstacles melting away, and imbuing a lasting sense of fulfillment to life beyond the activity itself. Here we seem primed to experience excellent intuitions. Briana Scurry making her game-winning saves in the 1999 Women’s World Cup is an example. Musicians, dancers, chess players, and mountain climbers have all described themselves as entering a state of flow when they are carrying out their work, fully immersed in the moment. Perhaps you’ve experienced flow performing in a play or gardening in your backyard or surfing in the ocean.


Researchers have found that in order to get into the flow zone, the right activity is crucial: you need to care about what you’re doing, it can’t be too easy or too hard, it should be something you’re good at, and your mindset should be about the process itself, not the ultimate result. I’ve found flow when riding a bike, hiking, and, on the rare occasion, in my writing. Hobbies are a good place to start: you already like the activity and probably don’t seek out distractions, which are enemy number one to flow. Experiencing these activities in your most focused time of day (morning for me) and working in some recovery time to detach from work and responsibilities allow you to slip into flow more readily. Taking stock of when and how flow occurs for you is the first step in integrating more of these moments into daily life.


But on top of entering the downright pleasurable and life-affirming state of flow, this is also a place where we are more receptive to intuition. Some psychologists are building on the state of flow as an “optimal experience,” as the originator of the idea, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, referred to it. More than just being in the zone, being in flow can be characterized by “a dynamic cascade of insight.” In plain English, it is in these receptive yet engaged states that we are more prone to “aha!” moments. It’s the reason why you are more likely to come up with a good idea for a presentation when out on a walk than toiling in front of your computer. Effortlessness is a hallmark of an intuitive insight. Psychologist Robin Hogarth defined an intuitive burst as one that is “reached with little apparent effort and typically without conscious awareness. They involve little or no conscious deliberation.” It’s no mistake that Scurry was already in that heightened flow state when she heard the call, out of nowhere, to break with her typical practice and look at her opponent walking up to the ball. Being in the zone allowed her to receive that intuition, effortlessly, and make a career-defining save.


Intuitions originating from flow seem to be the exception that proves the rule of pattern recognition—here we find ourselves so deeply engaged that we are able to disrupt our habitual, ingrained patterns to arrive at something deeper. Intuition is pattern recognition, yes, but it seems to be something more, too. If it were only pattern recognition, then artificial intelligence should have perfect intuition. When the Writers Guild went on strike in 2023, in part to demand protections against AI taking their writing jobs, a sign on the picket line reflected the problem. Alluding to the famous “I’ll have what she’s having” line in Katz’s Deli in When Harry Met Sally, the sign presented an alternate version that AI might have concocted: “I’ll have what she’s eating.” It hits different. It is a wooden translation of human experience. I wonder if this might be because AI lacks intuition, a most human quality.


I speak with Matt Lindauer, a professor of philosophy and psychology at CUNY, who spends a lot of time thinking about how people conceive of right and wrong. He is working with AI companies to get our robot counterparts to consider the same thing. As Lindauer explains, “AI is going to make various decisions. How should those decisions be made? Should they be made in utility-maximizing ways, like what would be best for the world overall? Should they focus on respecting human rights?” Hope so!


When I press him on why AI still feels so robotic, so unintuitive, Lindauer gives a most poetic answer: “We’re really a product of all the other people that we’ve ever interacted with and inherited genes from, and all of the cultural moments and books and of all the things that we’ve read. Those are the things that give rise to the shared repertoire that we’ve drawn on in a conversation like this. And so machines can sit on a network, but they can never be a part of the same number of experiences and sightings of the world.”


AI is coded pattern recognition. These models are trained to process data and respond based on rules and patterns they have been taught. And yet, while it is getting better by the moment, AI still lacks the natural fluidity that humans possess. Intuition perhaps illustrates the difference between intelligence and consciousness. Perhaps intuition, like consciousness, is an essential trait of being alive. This makes me think that intuition can’t be just pattern recognition, or else AI would have it mastered. Intuition must be something else then, too, something that the brain alone cannot account for. Maybe by the time this book comes out, AI will have evolved past pattern recognition, but this current deficit shows us something about what intuition feels like.


Margaret Sheridan is a neuroscience professor at UNC–Chapel Hill who studies “scaring small children,” as she tells me. She is the director of the Child Imaging Research on Cognition and Life Experiences (CIRCLE) Lab, which uses neuroimaging and interviews to study how early life experiences ranging from poverty to maltreatment to institutionalization impact neural development. One phenomenon she studies is fear learning. “What science has shown is that if you pair a regular stimulus that is not scary, like an orange square, with something that is scary, like a loud noise or a shock, over time when you see that orange square your body will prepare for that shock,” Sheridan says. It’s like a Pavlovian response in reverse, a clenching aversion instead of desire.
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