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			To those who thought they were the only ones afraid. 

			To anyone who’s desired the courage to say yes. 

			To those who were told to live life small while yearning to live it big.

			To anyone who wishes for fortune to favor their bravery but needs just a little boost.

			Journey with me. You belong here.
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Introduction

			The time of treating fear as a private, disgraceful moral failing is over. Instead of pretending to be fearless, Brave New You will show you how to unlock your inner bravery with a deeper understanding about the nature of our fears and surprisingly easy-to-use tools for living with them. Our journey will help you move from awareness to knowledge and utlimately to wisdom so you can begin to navigate through today’s most common fears and build a bigger, better, and more fulfilling life. 

			My goal is to give you the ability to dive deeper into who you are so you can courageously enjoy your life’s full potential without being limited by your fears. 

			Brave New You is a compass for navigating the often turbulent waters of worry, unease, and panic. I, too, have been caught in the unyielding grip of self-doubt, dread, and seemingly never-ending anxious thoughts. As a biopsychologist and researcher, my solution was to jump into the science for answers, all of which I share with you here. Whether you’re a seasoned captain cruising familiar fears or a newcomer to the rough seas of troubled thoughts and frightening feelings, these pages offer solace and proven strategies for charting a course through tough inner challenges. Brave New You speaks to the dreamer hesitant to take that first step, to the overthinker trapped in the labyrinth of what-ifs, and to anyone seeking a path to reclaim their life from the clutches of fear. 

			I built Brave New You around three simple but rarely discussed truths:

			1. What we’ve been taught about fear is wrong.

			2. Courage is not a finite resource. It is fluid and expandable.

			3. Courage is a practice.

			This book is divided into three sections, moving from awareness to knowledge to wisdom. In every chapter, you’ll be able to dive deeper with exploration prompts in our Courage Quests while learning core neurohacks with Bravery Breaks. Neurohacks are physical and psychological non-invasive shortcuts that will boost memory, focus, and creativity and help you feel more satisfied and powerful. 

			Brave New You is not meant to be a textbook, but rather an opportunity to challenge your assumptions about fear, unravel every myth you’ve been told about it, and rebuild a braver you. This will be a narrative-driven journey, and fair warning for you hard-core science folks: I will be anthropomorphizing some anatomical and physiological processes to make them more palatable and fun for a wider audience. 

			Beginning with Part 1: Reimagining Fear and Courage, you’ll learn how you’re already hardwired for bravery. In this section, you’ll build the foundations needed to dismantle the cages fear has built around you as you explore the latest research on the neurobiology and psychology of fear. Then, Part 2: The Cages of Fear will reveal the role society plays in our experience of fear and what we can do to affect positive change. Finally, in Part 3: The Keys to Courage, we accelerate our tool learning as we set out on our quest for a life where each new day becomes an opportunity to explore, learn, and grow, unburdened by the constraints of apprehension.

			Our brains are not fixed—they’re capable of immense change and growth. Neurohacks are like cheat codes that help you update and refresh how you think, feel, and behave in response to life’s stressors.

			When we break free from the cages fear has built around us, we deepen our relationships with others as authenticity replaces the need for self-protection, allowing us to foster the meaningful connections we long to build. Challenges transform from obstacles into stepping stones, leading us to uncharted territories rich with adventure and self-discovery. With courage as your compass, your journey becomes not just a passage of time but a truly great adventure. 

			Writing Brave New You was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life because I wanted to offer you a deeper look into moments where I personally applied the tools you find in this book. Never before have I put words to many of the tender experiences you’ll read here. I felt it essential to be vulnerable, openhearted, and brave since I’m asking the same of you. I was raised to hide my true self, to only show a polished, shiny version of me to everyone—all the time. But I now know that is not how one flourishes. We humans love stories, and we thrive when we feel connected. So this book is part how-to, part story, and entirely about making you feel less alone in your struggles to navigate life’s every day worries. Come with me as I run from a bear, jump out of a plane, examine how my own fears held me back, and, hardest of all, navigate a complicated maternal relationship from start to finish.

			Brave New You is also a kind of culmination of my own fear practice, written for the person I once was, who was forever trying to navigate unfamiliar spaces without a map. My goal is to guide you to a future that is brigher and bolder than you ever thought possible. This book gives you permission to embrace your fear as a normal human emotion, while providing you with the tools to minimize the time you spend in discomfort. In fact, you’re going to feel your fear with wild abandon, knowing you will be stronger on the other side of it.

			For me, mastering my ordinary fears was the key to unlocking success and happiness beyond my wildest dreams, both in my career and my personal life. I soon realized that the tools and strategies I developed could help others transform how they respond to new opportunities, risk-taking, and change. Through my work, I’ve empowered tens of thousands to embrace their fear and take action to transform their life using the very tools you will find in this book.

			No one has all the answers, including me. But what I do know is that the way we speak, think, and live with fear requires sweeping change. This begins by ceasing to pretend that fear doesn’t exist. For too long we’ve been made to believe that fear is a dark, intangible force that, by its very nature, is too difficult to handle. Even worse, we’re taught that feeling fear is shameful and should be endured in silence. Instead, let us radically reimagine fear in a way that allows us to leverage our bodies’ natural responses for better health, confidence, and resilience.

			Brave New You was created to give you the tools you need to become the architect of your own desitny. So, it’s time to let go of everything you thought you knew about fear and come with me as we create a more courageous tomorrow.

			Honestly, could anything be braver?

		

	

			
Part one

			
Reimagining Fear and Courage



	

	
					
Chapter 1

			
Fear Is Your Ally

	
			To soar toward what’s possible, you must leave behind what’s comfortable.

			—Cicely Tyson

			

		

	Regardless of whether it’s mental or physical, fear is often cast as the ominous adversary, a formidable force threatening to freeze us in place or make us run away screaming. However, within the shadowy realms of trepidation lies a profound paradox—fear, when harnessed and understood, can emerge as an unexpected ally on the journey of self-discovery and growth. 

			Fear is one of the most primal and powerful emotions humans experience. It alerts us to danger and motivates us to take action—two critical facets for survival dating back to our species’ earliest days. However, much of what is socially taught about fear ranges from completely wrong to wildly unhelpful. As kids, we’re taught that fear is an undesirable, even shameful, emotion. So, we grow into adults who see fear as a sign of weakness, something to be avoided, escaped, or conquered—but never discussed and always hidden. We go through life feeling like we’re the only ones to be scared of the unknown or terrified we’re not good enough. But I have a secret for you; neither of us are alone. In fact, we’re all afraid of being afraid. 

			Just as a compass guides explorers through uncharted territories, fear can serve as a tool, pointing toward what you need to transform your life. This nuanced perspective invites you to reconsider fear not as a hindrance but as a potential ally, capable of awakening dormant strengths and propelling you toward unforeseen triumphs. Embarking on a voyage of self-discovery, you may find fear—when embraced and transformed—becomes a steadfast companion on the path to the life you dream of. 

			I know I did.

			My Story

			I was raised in a house ruled by fear. Researching it became a way to dissolve its hold on me.

			Although I wouldn’t know this story until my eighteenth birthday, I was adopted at birth by my maternal grandmother, whom I call Momma Helen, and her husband, Les. At 16 years old, my birth mother was a child herself and already struggling to raise her first son. So, when Momma Helen and Les lost their toddler son to a swimming accident, adopting me seemed like a perfect balm to their grief.

			However, just three months after I was adopted, Les also died. I can’t tell you what Momma Helen was like before losing her son and husband in the span of just two short years, but I can tell you how I was raised: to be afraid of everything. 

			Afraid to be authentic or vulnerable. Afraid of being human. 

			Momma Helen’s fearfulness manifested in many troubling ways, but one of the most damaging was raising me with the idea that the world is always a scary place, and that to show any emotion other than happiness was a weakness. 

			As an adult, I used facts and irrefutable logic as a means of creating a defense against vulnerability. As a result, in my protective bubble of rational clarity, I also became really, really bad at understanding my own emotions—which was probably why I found science so appealing! Science as a discipline demands and rewards removing oneself and one’s emotions from the work. This was wonderful for me . . . at first.

			I began my professional career at NASA as part of the payload research team for the Space Shuttle Columbia Mission STS-107 before taking a biology faculty position at San Jose State University just before my twenty-seventh birthday. However, I discovered my personal achievements didn’t make me feel any more whole as a person. 

			If emotions were colors, it was like I had been seeing only two shades of the rainbow my whole life. And though I kept telling myself those two colors were enough, inside I knew it wasn’t true. I wanted more. So, like any good scientist, I began to study emotions to learn how to understand, feel, and express them across the entire spectrum.

			Here is what I learned.

			The Normal Fears of Life

			In this book, there is no fear too great or too small. 

			All fears are valid, but we don’t have to be at their mercy. Here’s the secret to mastering any fear: Instead of ignoring it—embrace it, question it, and work to understand it. Is it rational or irrational? Where is this fear coming from? As we dive deeper into these questions, we find that there are three main sources of fear: biological, cultural, and personal.

			Tier 1: Biological fear

			Fear, a primal and adaptive emotion, is rooted in the complex landscape of our biology. Evolution has finely tuned our brains to ensure survival by triggering the fear-arousal response when confronted with danger, whether it’s real or simply perceived as real. This system also helps us learn by committing threatening experiences to memory for future recall and risk avoidance. 

			As we move through the world, this biological machinery—which we’ll learn more about in the pages to come—allows us to recognize, react, and learn from fear-inducing situations. Unfortunately, our human machine runs on ancient software and can overreact to the triggers of modern life. The human brain evolved to notice and respond to unfamiliar sounds to ensure survival, especially loud or sudden ones. But now, it must work harder to process the near constant booms from TV shows we’re not watching, the blares from someone else’s music, or the beeps of an after-hours email alert. The human brain also helps to ensure survival by being able to respond to fast-moving objects, but what’s a brain to do when everything from scooters to cars to trains are constantly speeding by during an average day? 

			Your brain simply wants to keep you safe and alive. And though we can rationalize that the sudden ping of your phone alert left on high volume in the middle of the night won’t harm you, your fear-arousal system doesn’t know that. Recognizing that fear is simply an aspect of a normal, functioning human body helps us to let go of any shame or moral responsibility we might be carrying around about feeling afraid, worried, or anxious.

			Tier 2: Cultural fear

			We live in a world where we’re increasingly socialized to sanitize, downplay, and ignore our feelings of distress and dismay. At the same time, external forces like media and consumer culture relentlessly play on our insecurities, to win the most clicks and sell the most products.

			From childhood until we shuffle off this mortal coil, we learn what is “safe” and “dangerous” through social cues and stories from those around us—our parents, teachers, and friends, as well as from books, television, and movies.

			The idea that something should be feared—fictional or not—can be presented in every form of communication we have. As time goes on, these cues are increasingly ingrained in us until they become automatic responses. Redefining the stories we’ve internalized as truths and filtering out future fear-driven messages are essential steps for developing a more courageous mind.

			Tier 3: Personal fear

			Personal fears are unique to us and dependent on our individual experiences, personalities, and outlook. For example, I might fear upsetting people while you could feel right at home rocking every boat you board. 

			The most insidious personal fears are not the large, life-­threatening ones that we associate with external physical survival (like running from a bear) but the smaller, everyday fears that creep into the most mundane aspects of our lives, limiting our potential. These internal personal fears are where Brave New You can help the most—with fears we feel but don’t really talk about or admit.

			A few examples of personal fears that commonly shape our thoughts, behaviors, and actions are: 

			
					
Failure: The fear of not meeting expectations, personal or professional, can easily lead to anxiety and self-doubt. Giving in to this fear sacrifices our opportunity to learn from our mistakes and grow stronger for it. 

					
Success: Paradoxically, the fear of success can be as overwhelming as the fear of failure, as one worries about the new expectations and responsibilities that come with achieving their goals.

					
Change: It’s easy to fear the unknown and the disruptions that come with major life changes, whether it’s a career shift, relocation, or reshaping a relationship. Fearing change can keep us trapped in our comfort zones, hindering our progress and growth.

					
Rejection: Rooted in a fear of being unlovable or worthless, those who refuse to navigate through this fear shy away from taking strategic risks that result in positive outcomes. 

					
Loneliness: The fear of being isolated or alone can influence decisions related to social activities, relationships, and even career choices.

					
Uncertainty: Ambiguity and unpredictability can trigger anxiety in those who crave stability and a sense of control over their lives.

					
Judgment or Criticism: The fear of being negatively evaluated by others can inhibit personal expression and authentic self-representation.

					
Abandonment: Rooted in attachment patterns, the fear of being abandoned or left behind can impact relationships and emotional well-being.

			

			“Neurohack” your way to new habits and behaviors 

			What if you could get to feeling braver, faster? 

			Throughout Brave New You, I will share my favorite “neurohacks”—physical and psychological shortcuts that will boost memory, focus, and creativity, and help you feel more satisfied and powerful. These neurohacks optimize your body’s natural processes for peak performance and improved mental health through science and technology.

			Our brains are not fixed—they’re capable of change and growth. Neurohacks are like cheat codes that help you update and refresh how you think, feel, and behave in response to life’s stresses. So, what does this look like in daily life? In my case, they helped me overcome uncomfortable things that I would simply not do before neurohacking. Things like asking for my worth or sharing my needs and desires with others. 

			The neurohacks I’ll share throughout this book were strategically chosen and developed to help reduce stress levels, increase creativity and motivation, and even help you learn new things more quickly and effectively. And because neurohacking is a non-invasive method to fine-tune your brain, there are no major risks in trying it.

			But they are not a panacea. My neurohacks, while powerful, are not meant to diagnose or treat clinical fear, such as entrenched phobias or clinical anxiety. I am not a clinical psychologist who treats patients. What I am is an expert in navigating everyday fear by using the very latest science applied to those moments when we wish we could be a little braver, bolder, and more present—in short, to have a more courageous mind. 

			We will never be able to turn off our primal fear reaction (and wouldn’t want to), but we can change the way we respond to fear. We can learn to manage it, make peace with it, and even use it to our advantage. One of the many things I love about neurohacking is the experimentation. 

			Not everything will work for everybody. But we don’t get to the “aha” moments or the “that changed my life” breakthroughs without experimenting. Trying, failing, and trying again is how we transform and transcend. 

			As I tell my university students, the process is the point. 

			Fact and Fiction: The Two Sides of Fear

			We all experience fear, but the fear we experience is not always the same. In fact, there are two distinct categories of fear: factual fear and fictional fear. And being able to tell the two apart is crucial. The simple act of forcing our brains to decide between the two choices can actually kick us out of a fear spiral. Sure, there are plenty of reasons to be afraid. But sometimes our minds activate a fear response without a real need for it, leading to poor decision making, escalation, and yet more fear.


		
					
Courage Quest: Find Your Starting Point

					Answer these deeper-dive questions based on who you are right now: 

					
							Are you confident in your ability to recognize and navigate your challenging emotions? 

							How do you currently manage your fear? 

							Do you effectively express your emotions to the people in your life? If so, how?

							Which emotions do you find most challenging to feel and/or express? 

							Do you find yourself frequently overwhelmed by those challenging emotions?

							What are your coping mechanisms for reducing your everyday stress? 

					

		

			Here’s the difference between factual fear and fictional fear:

			Factual fear: Factual fear keeps us safe from harm that is happening in the moment and in a shared reality with others, not just in our own thoughts. Examples of factual fear would be the terror you might feel if you had to run across an eight-lane freeway during rush hour. Or the dread that washes over you when you run a red light and instantly see a traffic officer pull behind you. Even if you’ve never done either of these, the fear of negative repercussions keeps you from doing them. If you’re walking through a dark alley at night and hear footsteps, your natural reaction is to feel afraid. That’s factual fear telling you that you could be in danger and to be careful. Factual fear is beneficial because it helps us avoid threatening or dangerous situations. Without it, we would regularly put ourselves in harm’s way.

			Fictional fear: Fictional fears are those fears we have that are not rooted in a shared reality. Although they may have been inspired by a factual event or story, fictional fears tend to exist only in our minds and are not part of the here and now that we share with others. 

			One way fictional fear shows up in our daily lives is when we ruminate. “Ruminating,” what many refer to as worry, is a term that describes being stuck in a loop of obsessive thoughts about causes, consequences, and possible solutions for an extended period of time. When we’re stuck in a rumination loop, we can’t help but dwell on past experiences or unresolved issues as we struggle to gain insight or predict possible future outcomes. Rumination is a self-­defeating pattern that can lead to heightened levels of stress, depression, and anxiety. It’s a state of thinking where your mind can easily slide down the worst-case-scenario rabbit hole, activating your body’s physical fear response and leaving you feeling tense and depleted.

			Look, we’ve all been there—lying in bed ruminating over a comment made by a friend, trying to decode what they really meant or second-guessing something we said in a work meeting. We replay the scene over and over again in our mind, which results in feeling even more anxious and dreading future interactions. 

			If you’re prone to rumination, like me, it’s important to arm yourself with strategies that can help you redirect your attention away from ruminating thoughts and create space for healthier thinking patterns, like the “neurohacks” we’ll present throughout this book. Once you add these techniques to your toolbox, along with self-care basics like deep breathing, meditation, journaling, and exercise, you’ll find yourself better able to connect with friends, colleagues, and loved ones, and to engage in all the things that bring you joy.

			Fictional fear as a category is often based on false assumptions or past experiences that no longer apply to our current situation. In the extreme, they can also venture into the irrational. For example, a common fictional fear is being deathly afraid of speaking up in a meeting as an adult because you were ostracized for speaking up in your third-grade class. Other examples of fictional fears are those around success (or “imposter syndrome”)—the fear of failure, of change, or of rejection. Fictional fear is what we experience when we’re afraid of going after our dreams or when we’re too afraid to take risks.

			Fact vs. fiction: A bear in the woods

			My partner, Craig, decided to mark the passing of his most recent trip around the sun by climbing California’s Mount Whitney, the tallest peak in the 48 contiguous states, up and down in one day. This was not my kind of hike, but being the supportive partner that I am, I dropped off Craig and his son Riely at the trailhead five hours before dawn and watched their shadowy figures disappear up the trail on their quest to reach the summit by lunchtime. 

			Although cell service was nearly nonexistent at higher elevations, the sporadic texts I got assured me that they were on target for a dinnertime arrival back at base camp. Their hike totaled twenty-two miles in a single day, so I wanted to solidify my status as all-time best base camp girlfriend by having a deliciously hot meal waiting for them when they arrived. To this end, I drove into the tiny nearby town of Lone Pine to purchase a meat lover’s pizza for Craig and his son as a triumphant birthday surprise.

			I sped back up the mountain, pizza in tow, just as the summer sun was setting over the craggy peaks of Mount Whitney. I recall the warm scent of California sage mingled with the life-giving aromas of pepperoni, sausage, bacon, and mozzarella as I made my way into the base camp parking lot. I was so caught up in my daydream that I didn’t notice a man chattering away at me as he walked over. He had a gray beard longer than my arm and an omnipresent air reminiscent of Gandalf the Grey, California-style. 

			Since I hadn’t been listening the first time, I responded with the classic, “I’m sorry, what?”

			“Do you have food in there?” he asked, gesturing toward my car.

			“Oh, uh, yeah,” I said. “I have a pizza.” 

			“I wouldn’t leave it in there,” he advised, with a gray eyebrow raised. “Go put it in the bear box—it’s just over there.” 

			Bristling, I thought but didn’t say, “Thanks, bro. I’m a biologist, I know how to nature.” Instead, I politely declined, explaining that I wouldn’t be there long, that I was just waiting for some hikers to arrive.

			“That’s a really bad idea,” Mount Whitney Gandalf replied. “A bear could tear open that BMW like opening a can of soup.”

			Smiling begrudgingly, I replied, “Sure, guess it couldn’t hurt,” before sauntering over to the bear box, plopping the extra-large pizza box inside, and shutting the massive metal door with a large clang.

			Then I lay in a nearby wildflower meadow and watched the sun dip below the horizon, while keeping an eye on the trailhead, waiting for the boys to return. And return they did, minutes before the sky went fully dark. I left them by the car while I went to retrieve the pizza. Practically skipping to the bear box, I imagined all the praise and adoration that was about to come my way.

			Made of thick, gray steel, the bear box stood about four feet tall and stretched back around five feet wide. Because it was high summer, a popular time for visitors, the box was stuffed. My pizza box had been pushed to the very back, forcing me to crawl inside to grab it. Stretching my body up to the waist inside, my fingertips nearly there, I heard urgent, loud yelling behind me. As it was not in a language I could understand, I didn’t really think anything of it. Finally grabbing the box, I wiggled out and looked up to see a full-grown black bear perched on the box, inches from my face. 

			This is when my factual fear response kicked in.

			Pulling the pizza free from the bear box, I slammed the metal door so hard the clang reverberated through my ears as I sprinted back to the car at top speed, yelling, “BEAR! START THE CAR!! BEEAARRRRRRR!!!” Craig and Riely both jumped into the car—no questions asked—as I barrel-rolled into the backseat with the pizza. Craig hit the accelerator and in a voice calmer than it should have been, inquired, “Did you just steal a pizza from a bear?”

			Indignant, I panted, “No! It’s my pizza, and no way was that bear getting this $45 pizza!” 

			In the fraction of a second it took for me to grab that meat-za and run, my brain completed a feat of chemical and hormonal acrobatics designed to prime my body for survival. I felt threatened, and my brain unleashed its fight-or-flight response, flooding my system with adrenaline and cortisol that powered me to the car unharmed. This sounds impressive, but I merely did what evolution primed me to do. 

			Factual fears—like being chased by a bear—exist in our shared reality and happen in real time, not in our past or future. Our bodies know exactly what to do when factual fear strikes. Factual fears are also easier to talk about and accept because they’re considered more “legitimate” by polite society. When a genuinely life-threatening event occurs, everyone agrees that you should be afraid without question or shame. 

			How to tell the difference

			Both fictional and factual fears have the potential to keep us safe, but they can also keep us trapped in cages of our own making. Yes, there are plenty of things worth being afraid of—the key is learning how to let our fictional fears act like a strong wind that moves us forward instead of quicksand that keeps us stuck. And though fictional fears may be rooted in truth on some level, they keep us from getting where we want to go, from becoming who we want to be. Thankfully, fictional fears are also the ones that we have the most power to change.

			But how can you tell the difference between a factual fear and a fictional fear? A good rule of thumb: Focusing on a factual fear disappears once the danger has passed and you return to safety. For example, I didn’t spend the rest of the night ruminating on whether or not the Mount Whitney bear was angry with me for running away because this was a factual, in-the-moment fear. Another example would be if you had to quickly slam on your brakes to avoid trading bumper paint with another driver. You’d feel afraid during the experience. But afterward you’d return to your day and not give it another thought—because it’s a factual fear. However, if you can’t shake the fear of being “not good enough” at work after you were talked over at a meeting, leaving you to agonize constantly about losing your job, you’re experiencing a fictional fear that will continue to hold you back.

			With fictional fears, thoughts and emotions linger long after the perceived threat is gone. Learning to distinguish between factual and fictional fear is an important skill, because fictional fears can have very negative effects in our lives. Fictional fears can be even more insidious to our mental health and happiness than factual fears. However, once we learn to identify the source of our fictional fears, we can work on addressing them head-on.


		
	
Bravery Break: Pinching the Valley (HeGu Meridian)

			[image: ]

			The HeGu Meridian, also known as “the Valley,” is located between the thumb and index finger on both hands. The benefits of massaging this pressure point are supported by both traditional Chinese medicine and science. Specifically, massaging the HeGu Meridian helps stimulate the vagus nerve, your body’s longest cranial nerve, via the radial nerve in your hands. Massaging the HeGu Meridian can signal the production of feel-good neurotransmitters, disengage your brain’s default mode network (DMN), and activate your parasympathetic nervous system (the aspect of your nervous system responsible for your sense of calm, rest, and digestion, which is opposite of the fight-or-flight response). We’ll go more in depth on all this later (see Vagus Nerve Stimulation), but I want you to have a quick-win neurohack now. I personally use this technique a lot, especially if I happen to wake up at 3:00 a.m. and my mind is racing about all the things I haven’t done or that embarrassing thing I said a year ago that no one remembers but me. 

			To get all the courage-building, fear-reducing benefits of a HeGu Meridian massage, first find the pressure point by placing your thumb on the back of your hand and your index finger on the palm side at the lowest point of the valley created by your thumb and forefinger (i.e., your index finger). The magic spot is below the webbing toward the base of your thumb. Apply firm pressure and massage in a circular motion for thirty to sixty seconds. Then repeat on the other hand. Go ahead and try it now, and see if you notice a difference in your stress levels!

	

			Ready to Break Your Fear Cycle?

			Embracing fear as an ally is the transformative key to unlocking your fullest potential. 

			By acknowledging its presence and understanding its messages, you can harness fear’s energy to propel you toward growth and success instead of wasting that energy on worrying or hiding from opportunities. 

			You’re already strong enough to confront the unknown and emerge bolder, wiser, and more resilient. You’ve done it before, and you absolutely can do it again. 

			In the next chapter, you will explore the art of recognizing, examining, and reframing the stories that no longer serve your courageous life. These stories may be from your past, from your circle of loved ones, the media you enjoy, or stories you continue to tell yourself on near constant repeat, ultimately influencing your actions and keeping you trapped in a fear cycle. We can only escape this fear cycle through new thoughts, new words, and, yes, new actions. Since change can be difficult, I will make this process way easier with the actionable steps found in our Courage Quests and neurohack heavy Bravery Breaks.

			I’m incredibly excited to be your guide on this journey because when we heal ourselves, we can’t help but heal those around us. 

			Fear isn’t a roadblock—it’s a stepping stone to an extraordinary life. 

			Ready to put your best foot forward?



	


	
				
Chapter 2

			
Fearless Is a Facade

			
			Some of us are not living our dreams because we’re living our fears.

			—Les Brown

			

	

		I was once asked if courage was the opposite of fear. After a brief pause, I responded with a resounding “no.” It’s easy to think of courage and fear as opposites, but in truth they’re more intertwined, like two stalks of a growing vine. 

			Courage comes from facing and moving through the tough parts of life. It’s neither finite nor static. You are not simply born with it or without it, since it’s fluid and can be strengthened throughout your life with practice and tools.

			Too often in Western culture, fear is seen as a negative and irrational emotion to be avoided at all costs, or something that causes people to repress their authentic experiences instead of talking openly about them. We even shy away from saying the word “fear” and instead substitute a catchall term such as “stress” or a euphemism like “freaking out.” But feeling afraid is not shameful. It is an evolutionary response meant to protect us from danger. It’s not our fault we were raised in a world that barely acknowledges this very human trait, let alone encourages open discussion and exploration of it. 

			Our fear-repression culture has been further exacerbated by technological advancements, leading many people to feel pressure to present a brave face to the world. From managing stress to navigating difficult relationships, being able to understand and respond courageously can help us take control of our lives and live more moments with vitality. 

			When we reexamine the way we interact with fear and then start managing our relationship with it, we can begin to unlock the fear “cages” created by our biology, society, families, and ourselves. We need to stop equating fear with weakness or incompetence and start seeing it for what it really is: an opportunity for growth, resilience, and transformation. 

			To know courage, we must know fear. 

			When I was asked the earlier question about courage being the opposite of fear, I wish I had responded that the opposite of fear is exhilaration—the feeling of immense freedom, excitement, and expansive joy. We sacrifice the ecstasy of playing in the ocean surf for the illusion of safety in the rock cave. We abandon our chance to laugh until our eyes fill with tears for the false security of disconnection and hiding who we truly are. 

			Living in cages built of fear keeps us from the vitality of life that is our birthright. Fortunately, you can start the demolition of these cages. Grab a hammer and let’s get swinging. 

			The Myth of Fearlessness 

			We are inundated with messages that tell us to be fearless. From ads to coffee mugs to T-shirts, we’re urged to have no fear in our careers, in our relationships, throughout our entire lives. The assumption here is that being fearless is the ultimate goal, that a lack of fear ensures success. I used to think this way. I believed that if I could just ignore and hide my fear, and create the illusion of fearlessness, I’d be fine. Clearly, everyone around me had their fear thing figured out without any help. So, I thought, if I just keep pretending I’m fearless around others, then surely one day I would achieve this blissful state. 

			But what if being fearless isn’t actually possible? What if fearless is just a facade?

			In late 2022, the sportswear brand PUMA launched its Generation Fearless campaign with the tagline “Find Your Fearless.” The adrenaline-laced ad encouraged viewers to “be fearless” in the face of challenges while showcasing professional soccer stars like Sara Björk and Neymar. As a massive Super Bowl–style gold ring spun across the screen engraved with the words “Fearless World Champion,” the music crescendoed and viewers were bombarded with quick-cut images of young people having the time of their lives. A dramatic voice ended the ad with “You have to be fearless if you want great things to happen.” 

			The myth at the heart of this ad: Only those who are fearless can be successful and whole. Conversely, if you are afraid then you’re broken. What the commercial didn’t show were the years of training and hard work required to become a professional athlete. It didn’t mention the countless hours Björk and Neymar spent honing their skills, or the bruises and setbacks they endured along the way. Instead, the commercial perpetuated a pernicious myth: that being fearless unlocks human potential, and some people are born courageous while others are not. Which simply isn’t true. 

			Courage is not an inherent trait—it’s something that can be learned and developed over time.

			When I began my fear journey, I was far from fearless. I didn’t feel remotely brave, so I figured I’d fake it until I made it. I thought that dangerous stunts like jumping out of a plane would prove that I was fearless and thus make me so. But it didn’t work out that way. In fact, this pursuit of vanquishing my fears was fruitless and downright exhausting. Eventually, I realized that this approach was costing me more than it was worth in time, mental health, and even my professional and personal success. Because behind my tough, inauthentic exterior was a lot of fear and insecurity. It was until I finally learned to embrace my fear—by knowing and accepting that fearlessness doesn’t exist—that I came to see fear as an empowering force and not a debilitating one.

			When you examine “the myth of fearlessness” through the lens of neurobiology, it completely breaks down because sustained fearlessness is close to biologically impossible. It simply doesn’t exist, save in an extremely rare genetic disorder called Urbach-Wiethe disease, which leaves those stricken with the inability to feel fear. It’s so rare that only 400 cases have been reported since it was first discovered in 1929. 

			In the absence of a medical condition, the closest we can get to true fearlessness is when we’re eating, a benign process that signals to our brains that we’re safe enough to momentarily consume fuel. However, as soon as we swallow a single bite, our incredibly fleeting moment of fearlessness vanishes, leaving us in the same emotional state we were in before we began. In practice, the myth of fearlessness sets up not just an unrealistic expectation, but a biologically impossible one.

			But perhaps the worst part of the fearlessness myth is how we beat ourselves up when we can’t be fearless. Despite our best efforts at “choosing to be fearless,” fear inevitably creeps into our lives, leaving us feeling like we’ve failed and inviting shame to snuggle up next to our daily anxiety and stress. This often leads to us doubling down and repressing our feelings of fear even further. 

			
When the chute doesn’t open 

			I had just arrived at SkyDive Chicago after a late-night drive from O’Hare. I was meeting a group of friends for my first skydiving experience the next morning. I hadn’t been there long when I found myself staring dumbfounded at my friend Will, who was describing his day and also why the whole camp was in celebration mode. 

			“Wait, I’m sorry, did you just say you almost died today?” I asked.

			He responded with the calm of someone who’s come across the divide: “Yes. I mean, I was scared out of my mind when my main parachute wouldn’t deploy! That was the first time I had to use my reserve on a jump, and I would prefer never to have my main malfunction at 10,000 feet again!”

			Then someone I didn’t know came up to Will and high-fived him while shouting, “My fearless bro!” The line was delivered with reverence and respect, as if fearlessness was a holy altar at which only a few can worship. That to be fearless meant you did a hard thing but felt no angst, trepidation, or anxiety. 
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