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For my tooties, Evan and Colette






PROLOGUE [image: ] TARSOO


NOT TO BRAG, BUT I’ve known the world’s a scary place since growing up in Worcester, a rough and tough central Massachusetts city where crime and violence happened on the reg. That’s according to my immigrant parents, who watched a lot of 5 p.m. news. And the New York Times, which once described our city as nobody’s “first choice.”1

My earliest traumatic flashback stems from the summer of 1984, that time I threw myself onto a running vehicle at four years old. The car was in park, but still.

“Boro-keh-NAWR!” My mom’s friend Soraya ordered me to get the hell off. She sat seething behind the steering wheel, questioning her life’s decisions.

But her rage only intensified my commitment. “Please take me!” My voice cracked pitifully as I clung to her Oldsmobile’s side mirror. The soles of my Disney-themed Velcro sneakers hovered several inches off the pavement. Soraya was free to speed away, but I was intent on joining her, even if it meant getting dragged through the mud.

Soraya was someone I had believed I could trust. A fellow Persian, neighbor, and close friend of my mother, she’d happily agreed to look after me while Mom attended an English language class at the local college. I’d arrived in the morning and joined Sanaz, her six-year-old daughter, in staring at cartoon reruns in their living room. During the commercial breaks, Sanaz regaled me with details of her mom’s new curling iron and how she couldn’t wait to twist my thick brown hair around the scorching rod. “You’re going to look great,” she said, without smiling.

An hour into the visit, Soraya began shuffling around the front entrance. She was adjusting the strap on her crossbody bag and reaching for keys, burgundy lipstick freshly applied.

It was then that I realized we had a situation.

As she reached for the metal knob, Soraya announced she was going to Duffy’s Discount, one of the city’s many bargain basements, and that she’d be back in an hour. “Stay in the house and leave the door locked,” she instructed. As Sanaz went to the kitchen to pour herself a bowl of Apple Jacks, I sensed this was business as usual in their home. But to me, as the constantly on-edge kid, this act of abandonment almost guaranteed a tragic ending. I envisioned one of us choking. Robbers breaking in. Death by hot iron.

This is when my pleading began. “Leave Sanaz here, but please take me!”

“Stop it or I’m going to tell your mom!” Soraya shot back.

I yanked on the ends of her sweater and attempted to block the front door. But like a true Irooni, Soraya was determined to get what she wanted, especially if it was on sale. I made sure my loud, intense begging carried from her ground-level apartment to the outdoor parking lot, hoping a sympathetic onlooker would step in and save me. But when no one rushed to my rescue, it quickly became clear: surviving was single-handedly my job.

What happened next—throwing myself against her sedan, in a last-ditch effort to knock sense into Soraya, and her dragging me back by my arm and rage-pacing the house until my mother arrived—would go down as a classic tale of young Farnoosh, retold many times at family gatherings as something of a joke.

“Oh my god, Farnoosh, you were so tarsoo,” Soraya laughs, as she and my mom sit together decades later exchanging memories over chai.

In Farsi, calling someone tarsoo is equivalent to scaredy cat. The word is a derivative of tars, meaning “fear.” Said mockingly, tarsoo implies that your fears are unjustified. Get a hold of yourself, kid.

As Soraya recounts the day, I manage a smile, regretting nothing.
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YOU’RE NOT A PSYCHOPATH… ARE YOU?

For generations, fear has been the victim of some unfortunate PR. At least as far back as President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s famous inauguration speech during the Great Depression, where he told financially desperate Americans that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,”1 our culture has ventured an aggressive campaign to belittle and undermine our fears. We’re told it’s a barrier to living our best life. If you let fear drive your decisions, brace yourself. You’re headed for dead ends, collisions, and hellish embarrassments.

Search for a book with the word “fearless” in the title and tens of thousands of results will pop up, featuring war heroes, millionaire entrepreneurs with six-pack abs, and persistent romantics. All this seems to be saying, Fight your fears and you, too, can get rich, achieve your career dreams, live healthy, free, and happy.

Scientists have even invested time and dollars in seeking a “cure” or “conversion” for what they believe is a treacherous emotion. A study out of the University of South Australia concluded that smiling more can actually trick the brain into reducing fear.2 I tried this, forcing a wide grin during a recent mammogram to see if it would calm my jitters while in the waiting room. It didn’t. Because the threat of cancer is beyond terrifying. My elated face only made the patients around me wonder, What’s her deal?

Here it is: Being a feverishly scared young girl and, today, a continuously frightened woman, I’ve arrived at a far different understanding of fear and how it works: It’s not out to get you. It wants a healthy relationship with you so you can reach your greatest potential with a net at your back.

I’m not saying to let fear boss you around. Fear can absolutely make us feel stuck and insecure. Unchecked, it can trigger irrational and impulsive moves that backfire. But this book is about what it’s like to turn and stare fear in the face, then ask it some questions, and most of all, trust it’s here to help. When you do this, something miraculous happens: your world opens up.

American primatologist Dian Fossey, known for her groundbreaking research on apes, moved around with herds of chimpanzees for years, noting how fear and anxiety were integral to their protection and survival. In each tribe, she inevitably discovered a small subset of more concerned chimps that tended to stay on the outskirts of the settlement. They insisted on lying awake to survey the land for predators. As an experiment, Fossey removed the anxious chimps from their tribe. Several months later, their community was obliterated. What had seemed at first like an excess of fear was actually an essential shield that kept the settlement safe and thriving.

Modern science reinforces the merits of siding with fear. A 2023 study led by academics in the fields of brain science and psychology found that those who viewed emotions like fear, anger, and sadness as bad or wrong were unhappier than people with a positive or even just neutral relationship to these “negative” feelings.3

So what would happen if we, too, chose to view fear as a friend and leveraged it with purpose and precision to triumph and get good at life? Thanks to living in our complex and divisive world, we’ve certainly got the talent. If we were to go by Malcolm Gladwell’s ten-thousand-hour rule, which says that dedicating that much time to a field equates to mastery, we are all bona fide fear experts.4 (Go ahead—add it to your LinkedIn profile.)

From the shock waves of recessions, gun violence, pandemics, and climate disasters to everyday aggressions like getting dumped or discriminated against, we cannot avoid the adrenaline. The twenty-four-hour news cycle profits from fear-driven headlines, while corporations benefit from alarming marketing that lures us to buy their crap. And social media does little to help. A whole system is stirring up the scaries.

Dr. Ellen Vora, a psychologist and author of The Anatomy of Anxiety, who first taught me about Dian Fossey and those protective apes, puts it bluntly when she describes us as “a generation afraid.” Anxiety, she writes, “is the tone of modern western culture.”5

But rather than deny anxiety, or its very close relative fear, why not choose to work with it? I’m here to (finally!) validate your fears, instead of urging you to combat them. When fear arrives, it’s exciting. It has key insights to share about you, your goals, and what you hold dear. In these pages you will find out how when you process and learn from fear, it can bring you safety, satisfaction, and all kinds of success. This is an opportunity you can’t afford to miss.

As Dr. Vora continues in her book, “Sometimes anxiety is your body’s way of telling you, ‘Please look at this…’ When you listen closely, this anxiety can point you in the direction of actions you need to take as well as the unique contributions you are here to make.”6

I admire how Olympic extreme skier Eileen Gu calls herself a “hopeless romantic” when it comes to fear. Gu is the first action sports athlete to take home three medals (two of them gold) at the Winter Olympics, and she has written extensively about the vitality of fear in her life.

“For the last 10 of my 18 years, I’ve pursued a tumultuous love affair with fear,” she says in an excerpt from her personal journal published in the New York Times.7 “Instead of ignoring fear, we build unique relationships with it by developing a profound sense of self-awareness and making deliberate risk assessments.”



My parents, Sheida and Farrokh, who arrived in the United States in the late 1970s for better academic and job opportunities, taught me and my brother, Todd (yes, his name is Todd. I’ll explain later), to be hypervigilant, proceed with the utmost caution, and play it “safe” in every respect. We were the children of Iranian immigrants in a country that wasn’t always so welcoming of our differences, and as such, our parents encouraged us to see the world for what it was (and still is): a dangerous, booby-trapped labyrinth. The Torabi ground rules for living a “safe” life were simple: Stay home. Get straight A’s. No dating until you’re married.

My family’s fearsome approach to life—while full of limitations—didn’t upend me. Instead, it equipped me with ninja-like street smarts that later helped me cut through so much of the world’s bullshit. From the ridiculing hallways of middle school to the beer-stained frat houses of Penn State to sexist and demeaning newsrooms, fear has been my guide, a steady source of wisdom, that has clarified my self-image and revealed my natural strength and power. It teaches me to respect myself and to live (happily!) on my own terms. In short, fear has made me who I am today.

The list of fears that I’ve dutifully confronted over the decades—from loneliness to accidentally ingesting cilantro—is about as long as that CVS receipt crumpled at the bottom of your tote bag. I’ve faced rejection by peers, colleagues, and internet trolls, grappled with tens of thousands of dollars in debt, and still managed to become a go-to voice in personal finance, an award-winning journalist, and a sought-after speaker who appears frequently on some of the biggest stages in the world. In my personal life, I’ve been married to my incredible husband, Tim, for more than ten years and, together, we are raising two kids. I run my own business and benefit from calling my own shots, including taking the occasional afternoon nap. I am leading a big, purposeful life, putting one foot in front of the other, and making grown-woman decisions with conviction. Not every day. But enough of them.

And I didn’t get here because I’m fearless. If my life had a theme song it would be… I don’t know, the eerie opener to the X Files? The “BOM BOM” from the Law & Order title sequence? You get the picture.

I continue to be someone who has doubts about humanity and the safety of our world. I am the woman who irrationally suspects that the man parked outside her house taking pictures from his car is plotting a home invasion. (In reality, he was a real estate appraiser.)

But I choose to listen to my fears and respect their teachings to feel whole. I’ve decided to make fear my trusted partner in crime. And this book is going to show you how you, too, can become more self-reliant, financially invincible, and in control of your life. The stories and advice are designed to inspire a new way to see fear—an emotion often marketed as a flaw—as your flex. It’s your superpower.

And anyone who tells you you’re weak for being afraid is suspect. As Caroline Dooner says in the first chapter of Tired as F*ck: If you pride yourself on the fact that you are fearless, that you don’t ever get scared, you’re not brave or valiant. What you are, sorry to say, is a psychopath.8





BUT, WAIT. AREN’T YOU THE MONEY LADY?

The other morning, as I was dropping off my daughter at her ballet class, a mom turned to me and said, “Aren’t you the money lady? I follow you on Instagram!” I nodded and smiled, simultaneously hoping my five-year-old didn’t translate that as Mommy has more money than she lets on!

But yes, I am guilty as charged. For over two decades, I’ve dedicated my career to helping individuals make money decisions big and small. My journey began with an editorial stint at Money magazine, because nothing screams “dream job” like writing about Roth IRAs and no-load mutual funds in your early twenties. But very quickly, I grew to love simplifying complex topics and helping people get an edge on their finances. I’ve since written several money books, hosted a prime-time CNBC series, and was the money columnist for Oprah’s magazine. I’ve been a recurring guest on the Today show and Good Morning America, and today, I’m the creator and host of the award-winning podcast So Money, with over 30 million downloads. But never mind all that—Drew Barrymore now follows me on Instagram.

So, why am I writing about fear?

Well, besides growing up a giant tarsoo, through my career I’ve come to realize that the emotional underpinning of many of our financial questions is just that: fear. Whether we’re thinking about buying a home, getting out of debt, or investing for our future, few topics are more hair-raising than money. A recent survey found that three out of four Americans are anxious over their finances.9 (The other 25 percent I guess are in denial?) We’d rather chat about death, oursex lives, and politics before sharing what’s in our bank accounts.

When I’m answering audience questions on So Money, listeners invite me into their lives and share financial conundrums. Our fear of money often stems from real financial insecurities and thoughts of losing it all. We worry that our money and career choices may lead to setbacks, regret, letting ourselves down, and burning bridges with important people in our lives.

One audience member asks if it’s okay to leave his well-paying job in tech to open a hair salon, his dream. He worries not only whether he can make more money as an entrepreneur; he is also terrified of betraying his immigrant parents, who sacrificed so much to put him through college so he could pursue a “secure” career. This shift may potentially impact not just his financial livelihood but also his relationship with his family. Because defying a tiger mom is no small matter.

Then there’s the common question of how to crack open a conversation about money with a partner. The person is not afraid of talking numbers but is concerned about how the conversation will leave the two of them feeling. Will they argue? What if they don’t see eye to eye?

And nearly everybody’s interested in investing, often asking when a wise time might be to jump in. They admit they only want to start once they feel “ready” to take risks. But what if that’s never?

While on the surface my listeners’ questions may seem to be about money, they often reflect something deeper and more frightening: limiting beliefs about themselves and what’s possible. They want reassurance, to know: How can I manage the risks? Will this work out? Will I be okay, Farnoosh?

Because money moves are life moves and the stakes are high, we’re tempted to fight our fears, assuming they’re trying to hold us back from achieving our greatest potential. But understanding our financial trepidations—as with other fundamental fears—can take us on a journey deeper into our motivations, values, and how we protect ourselves, financially and energetically. Soon, we’re no longer discussing money. We’re talking about our well-being, our pursuits, and the people we love. We’re talking about life and our role in it.





YOUR GUIDE TO FLIPPING FEAR

You’ve arrived here because there’s part (or all) of you that is intimately aware of fear. Perhaps you grew up constantly on edge because, like me, it was the script you were taught to follow at home. Or you’ve simply experienced a number of life’s quakes and now anticipating the worst is your norm.

I’m so glad we’ve found each other.

This book is your permission to feel unapologetically scared. It is a map for how to go deeper with our fears, understanding why we’re frightened and anxious—so that we can be more constructively afraid in our financial lives and careers and while facing life’s toughest challenges. It will show you how to honor your fears and navigate this critical emotion so that you can feel empowered and keep fear from sabotaging your life. You’ll be able to see and avoid disasters before they change your life trajectory. Taking a moment to stop, process, and figure out what your fear is trying to tell you—it is the key to being able to achieve your goals. And it is not a flash in the pan; it will sustain you long after the last page is turned.

These nine chapters are dedicated to the giant and relentless fears we’ve all experienced. We’re not talking about the fear of leaving your house without your pants on, or escalators. These are rational and complex fears that affect us all, and drive us right into the collision course of making tipping-point decisions that can derail us—like cashing out all your stocks in a recession and compromising your retirement plan, or staying in a miserable relationship because being single feels just as scary, or fleeing to the Ozarks for refuge in a pandemic before remembering (regrettably) that you’re not a country person. Also, Jason Bateman doesn’t live there.

This book begins with the most primal fears that tend to emerge early in childhood and solidify as giant boulders in our adult years: the fears of rejection and loneliness. Once we learn to navigate and leverage these initial fears, we will have the tools to tackle the fear of missing out (FOMO), a wake-up call asking you: What do you really want to experience? And then, because we live in thrall to the dictum to be vulnerable in a world full of showing and telling every morsel of our lives on social media and beyond, we will talk about the ever-present fear of exposure, and how to flip it to create boundaries that can save you from embarrassment, hostility, and unfair setbacks online and off.

We then land on the fears of uncertainty, money, and failure (largely adulthood fears that just love a good hang when we’re in the “real world”). These fears have so much wisdom to impart. I love how they breed self-reflection and instill a fierce sense of intention and direction in life, leading us to more wealth and other riches.

And finally, the fear of endings and losing your freedom are some of the most gutting out there, but I’ll illustrate how they can help us find beauty in darkness and inspire a legacy.

Full disclosure: These nine fears do not live in silos. They sometimes buddy up and occasionally try to mimic one another. But each has a distinct identity, look, and feel. Assigning specific names to these fears was intentional. When we label that giant blob of discomfort just “fear,” it is easier to dismiss it. When you give something a more precise name, you demystify it, stripping it down to its bare parts to see what hidden meaning it is trying to show you. And you can claim more power and agency over it.

Another announcement: I’m far from the coolest, sexiest, or most adventurous person you’ll meet. You will not discover that I’ve crossed Niagara Falls on a tightrope. I have not ditched my husband for a backpacking trip through Bali at the end of which I joined a throuple. The most daring thing I’ve done in recent years was close on a house in New Jersey at the start of the pandemic.

But I’ve got some stories, let me tell you, including being stalked by an (imaginary) bird, shaving my unibrow, renaming myself more times than P. Diddy, accidentally saying a horrible insulting thing on the Today show, and sending my kids to a stranger’s birthday party… for hours. My hope is that my odd-but-true tales will show you that we all stumble. And we have valid reasons to be fearful. But when life comes knocking and our decisions really matter, we can learn how to better read this feeling and follow it toward the most rewarding decisions, and lead the life that we may have only dreamed of.

Fear, as a matter of fact, is a loyal friend that keeps you not only standing upright but striding forward into your future. You no longer have to hide… or, worse yet, throw yourself onto a running vehicle.








1 [image: ] THE FEAR OF REJECTION and how it wants us to double down on who we are and go where we are loved


AS A LITTLE GIRL what I desired most was a sense of belonging, to know that I could be my weird, unconventional self and be accepted (dare I say, loved?), all while attempting to figure out the person I wanted to be. My classmates were often confused by the sound of my name, my lack of wardrobe pizzazz, and the potato-and-parsley sandwiches I’d unravel from loud tinfoil at the lunch table. Each time our family moved and I got the chance for a fresh beginning at a new school, I had high hopes of walking in and being met with bear hugs.

The night before starting first grade at Mary D. Stone Elementary in Auburn, Massachusetts, a quiet town five miles south of Worcester, I confidently laid out my black crewneck sweater, the one with tiny pink and purple polka dots, and a pair of black stirrup pants my mother had bought on layaway from Sears. Looking like a Broadway stagehand and thus blending into the background was usually the safest way to make an entrance as the new kid. I was walking into a brand-new class several weeks into the school year, after students had already formed their cliques. This was not the time to take fashion risks.

I was placed in Mrs. Burke’s room with a homogenous set of rule-following, people-pleasing kids who also happened to test well on the reading exam. I must give the school props for knowing exactly where I belonged.

Later that afternoon, when Mrs. Burke called us to the circle rug for story time, I carefully chose a space next to Tara, a girl with a heart-shaped face, blue eyes, and deep dimples, dressed in head-to-toe pink. Catching my stare, she smiled. Could we become friends? Seconds later, I felt a light tug on my sweater; Tara wanted to talk. Leaning into the side of my face, she giggled, “Are you a nun?”


THE ROAD TO RICHES IS PAVED WITH MISFITS (AKA THE MOST DETERMINED)

My podcast listeners will sometimes leave generous reviews, describing me as “down-to-earth,” “relatable,” “unpretentious.” If only they knew that the road to being seen as approachable is first being called a misfit and weirdo your whole life. Your fear of getting knocked down can be a recipe for humility and empathy if you’re willing to recognize how, even when you are rejected, the world will still be tilting on its axis, once you pick yourself up off the ground. Your fear of rejection didn’t ruin you, after all. It was there to serve you. Life is still waiting for you to grab at its opportunities.

But this is not how we’ve been wired to feel the fear of rejection in our bodies. As hunters and gatherers, we couldn’t afford to be rule-breakers, let alone to be disliked. The laws set by the tribe were crucial to our survival. Nonconformity could mean being kicked out of the circle and needing to fend for ourselves in the dark against woolly mammoths.

We’ve evolved, but we’re still social creatures who crave a sense of belonging, admiration, and support. Think back to a moment when you feared rejection: when you worried you wouldn’t get the job, wouldn’t land the deal, or would have your heart broken; when you feared your relatives would dismiss the idea of your unmarried (and thus seemingly unsettled) ways. You most likely felt terrible and wondered, What’s wrong with me? We still look for acceptance from family, peers, and even total strangers on social media, to protect our sense of self-worth.

In a piece for Psychology Today, Dr. John Amodeo writes that rejection “confirms our worst fear… that we’re unlovable, or that we’re destined to be alone, or that we have little worth or value.”1 The fear of rejection pains us because we assume what is on the other side of this fear is a heart-shattered future.

In our hasty attempts to block this fear we may make moves that we think might win us social approval. “Adapting,” playing by “the rules,” and “sucking it up” may seem like a direct path to success and praise. For a short while, they might even work to our advantage, but they’re hardly long-term plays. In my experience, we end up feeling more alienated down the road.

“Our aversion to unpleasant experiences prompts behaviors that don’t serve us,” Dr. Amodeo concludes. “We withdraw from people rather than risk reaching out. We hold back from expressing our authentic feelings. We abandon others before they have a chance to reject us.”

Fearing being labeled as “too successful” or “too ambitious,” especially as women, we downplay our goals, hide behind the success of a partner, and often fail to realize our own financial independence. I’ve seen friends who fear rejection for marrying someone outside a particular race or religion deny themselves the happiness that arrives with true love. They spend a decade or longer suffering through failed relationships for the sake of cultural approval. In short, we lose out on life’s greatest wins before ever setting foot on the field.

And yet the hidden truth about the fear of rejection is that it can also work in our favor. In my younger adult life, I did everything to avoid rejection and never looked at what this fear could teach me: to accept me for me. I missed opportunities while trying to fit in. Initially too apprehensive to follow my dream of becoming a storyteller (are you going for broke?), I pursued finance, a more predictable path that my parents deemed “safer.” Too afraid of being denied a job, I didn’t negotiate my salary in the beginning of my career. Too assuming that my insistence on being financially independent and career-driven would repel young men looking to “take care” of a wife, I lied about my aspirations on dates and wondered why I couldn’t find the right fit. Rather than befriending my fear of rejection and asking it questions to learn more about myself, I used it as an excuse to either stay silent or run away and hide.

But the fear of rejection is not here to show us how to be a coward, play by societal norms, or bend over backwards for everyone.

When probed and redirected, this fear can help us discover what matters most to us and how to be our own best ally. At times, this fear may be saying, Look, you are afraid not so much because the rejection will sting but more because you know deep down that you need to put in more work, time, and patience to get to the yes. Making the investment, especially if it isn’t how you envisioned your path, can feel scary, but the fear may be simply telling you that if you improve your strategy, rejection becomes far less likely. You have a real chance to gain control of the ball.

When my newsroom coworker Sean worked as an associate producer, he was afraid to apply for an on-air role. He watched our manager turn away prospective talent on a near-daily basis. Initially his fear of hearing a no convinced him he should just “stay in his lane” and continue producing. But when he thought more about the rejection and the potential feedback he’d get, as frightening and uncomfortable as it was, he saw the right path forward. He anticipated what our boss would tell him—that he wasn’t a “fit,” and needed more experience reading the prompter and to develop a few more enterprising pieces. Maybe he’d even need to go to a smaller market and come back with live reporting experience that proved he wouldn’t buckle under pressure in the Big Apple.

Our station manager was tough, yes, but Sean was still a novice. Sitting with this fear, he was able to see and accept this truth. And while it wasn’t an easy decision to relocate, that’s precisely what he did. Besides, plenty of stations in smaller news markets hire beginners. You may need to supplement your small salary with a few shifts at the local diner, but it’s how many top broadcasters get their start.

Fearing his boss’s rejection offered Sean a revelation into what he needed to do, and if we’re being honest, I think he must have also begun to fear settling and abandoning his goals without a try. This would have been an act of self-rejection, as well, and by fearing this, he’d seen the stakes even more clearly. It all gave him the determination to pack his car and move closer toward his on-camera goals.

My coworker didn’t let this fear keep him stuck. He let it lead him to different cities outside New York, all with the intent to return as a seasoned broadcast journalist.

Today, he’s one of the city’s beloved reporters. Sean’s fear of rejection was showing him he needed to use his time to invest more in the skill sets the top stations needed from him. He learned a no is not forever. And rejecting yourself is sometimes the scariest.

This fear, while it can feel like a speed bump on the path to success, is there to ensure you get to your destination, maybe a little more slowly, but prepared and ready to seize the moment.




PULLING YOURSELF OUT OF THE LIKEABILITY TRAP

The fear of rejection is ingrained in us early, often over aspects of identity that aren’t even in our control. Your name, skin color, faith, your dad’s rusty Toyota Celica with only one functioning door that was your ride to school each morning—the list is infinite. If only we’d known how little the rejection we faced back then had to do with us.

My friend Susie recalls the anxiety of eating lunch in elementary school in the early 1990s. Her meals were free because her family was on government assistance. But the daily experience of collecting her lunch token from the school office attracted much unwanted attention from classmates and substitute teachers. “It was really embarrassing and awful,” she confessed on my podcast. “I hated it so much that sometimes I either wouldn’t eat lunch, or I would wait until my friends had eaten so they wouldn’t see me. I pretended I wasn’t hungry.”2

My fifth grade classmate Drew endured the quiet shame of collecting his free meal card in the morning from the edge of Ms. Tucker’s desk, his head low. This ritual labeled him and the others he made the trek with as “poor.” When it came time to pick teams in gym, it just so happened that Drew and these others were the ones chosen last. Then there was Jill, whose parents were struggling so hard that she went long periods without bathing, arriving in class with soiled clothes and hair in sticky tangles. I wasn’t so brave then to stand up for her when kids gave her the side-eye. But I made tiny gestures, offering her part of my meal when I bought hot lunch on Fridays. I was obsessed with our cafeteria tater tots, but with Jill, I quietly shared.

Because kids can be so cruel, my experience of childhood rejection became an ongoing fear and traveled with me to middle school. By the sixth grade, this fear was so all-consuming that it prevented me from learning the importance of respecting and cultivating my own identity.

We’d moved to Shrewsbury, a new town in Worcester County that was richer than Auburn in both average household wealth and quality of school bullies. These were my awkward, ugly duckling years. I was so afraid of rejection, I became desperate to fit in. Just weeks before attending a too-important bar mitzvah, I begged Mom to help me tame my unibrow problem, but her response was a swift “Aslan,” Farsi for “no way!” My forehead-scaping, she surmised, would be a siren call for pedophiles. And she’d be left with no other choice but to banish me to a tall, windowless tower.

But my fear of rejection made me oblivious to the risks of defying my mother. My friend Seth had invited our entire grade to his coming-of-age affair, one of the first events where appearances really mattered. The girls would be comparing their dresses and shoes. While I adored the green silk A-line frock I planned to wear, I was sad thinking I didn’t have the face to go with it. I wasn’t pretty like them. Unless…

“I wish I could pluck my eyebrows,” I said to Layla, my best friend, who was sitting next to me on the edge of my bed. She understood my grievances. Her father was Iranian, which gave her an acute understanding of the sort of loudness and drama that came with being from the Middle East. But her mom’s side of the family had been living in America for generations, and thus she and her sisters benefited from relatively liberal rules at home. Layla knew firsthand the confident life that came with having two sets of brows. She’d been tweezing hers for at least a year. I was deeply envious.

Layla jumped off the bed with an immediate and certain plan. The bar mitzvah was only a week away at this point. “We’re gonna do this,” she said. “Now.”

I obeyed her instructions, sneaking into my parents’ bathroom to grab my mom’s pink Bic razor that rested on her shower caddy. A tweezer would have been more efficient, but in the rush I’d failed to locate one. I scurried back to my bedroom and quietly shut the door. Leaning close to my mirror, I surveyed the single brow. So much hair.

“Hold the razor sideways. Start in the middle,” Layla demonstrated with her fingers.

I pretended to understand.

I raised the blades to the top of my face, imagining the smiles and flattery in my very near future. Even possibly being mistaken for a young Demi Moore.

Within a minute or two, the job was done.

I stood back from the mirror to look at what was now two distinct brows.

But also, razor rash, visible roots, and a few bloody nicks.

My attempt to be “normal” and like all the other girls hadn’t turned out quite so neatly. I remember feeling that immediate regret, shame, and fear that comes with making an extreme, silly decision that lands us in hot water. That fear of rejection had made it so I couldn’t even bear to look at myself. The self-loathing that followed was far worse than any rejection I’d felt from a classmate. And now I’d have to explain this all to my mom. For a moment I thought I might be able to dodge her, bury the damage with my bangs. But then, this wasn’t exactly my lucky day. At dinner, while shoveling rice into my baby brother’s mouth, she took one look at me and dropped her spoon. “Ey voy!” She hollered that Persian expression I must have heard a minimum of thirty times a day growing up. Ey voy, similar to oy vey in Yiddish, can be a standard, exasperated response after learning something surprising, like your second cousin Khosrow cheated on Roya or the fact that an avocado is technically a fruit. But that evening the term carried a more expletive, apocalyptic tone. Mom immediately grounded me for weeks, which meant the bar mitzvah was a no go. But by the morning she realized it would be rude to un-RSVP so late in the game. As much as she hated it, she let me attend the party, though to be clear, I was far from off the hook.

By the time the occasion rolled around, my brows were in recovery, but I still continued to wrestle with my fear of rejection. The bar mitzvah introduced me to the electric slide, which was admittedly awesome, but when a slow song would come on and kids paired up to awkwardly sway to Mariah Carey, I headed for the bathroom. On top of it all, I had the worry of what awaited me at home: a fiery mad mother and no TV or telephone calls for the foreseeable future. The moral of the story: trying to blend in because we fear rejection may seem like the natural next move, but it can be treacherous. You’re left stuck between two worlds: the one you desperately want to please and the one you can’t bear to face at home.

As blogger Janis Isaman writes, “Not being seen, heard, and held for who we are is a trauma…. It hurts.”3 Studies find that this fear has a tendency to linger, manifesting as low self-esteem, sadness, jealousy. We avoid conflict and aim to win approval. “Rejection trauma,” as some psychology experts call it, is an often invisible pain that distorts your sense of self and can take a great deal of work to unpack.4

I was a tween back then; the risk of rejection meant discomfort at school, or not getting a phone call to hang out. But the stakes grow higher as we age. Research shows that our fear of rejection can amplify in adulthood in proportion with the stakes. Don’t get me wrong, social rejection when you’re a kid is excruciating and deserves attention, but when you’re an adult, your fear of rejection can be as, if not more, costly. Sensing rejection, we may disengage or overreact in ways that can impact our health, relationships, finances, and careers. The fear of rejection can mean the difference between interviewing for a role that could pay your bills and buy you more independence or staying stuck in an unhappy job because you’re afraid employers will reject you. You fail to apply and give yourself the runway for greater opportunities.

Unless we make friends with this fear, it can lead us down dark paths. We may self-medicate with drugs and alcohol. We may ditch an otherwise healthy relationship over our personal insecurities planted in the fear of rejection. We may quit a promising friendship or coursework at the first sign of conflict or tension. Without examination, this fear can make us self-isolate and become lonelier.

My unibrow massacre should have been the first inkling that I might want to look closely at my fear of rejection and make a pal of it, rather than cave to pressure because of it.

More than a decade later, in the winter of 2007, I received feedback that my forthcoming book, You’re So Money, had been reviewed by the powers that be at NBC’s Today show. They wanted me to come on the program when it debuted the following spring.

In some ways, this moment had been in the works for five years. While a junior reporter at Money magazine, I was sometimes tasked with urgent requests as part of our editorial collaboration with Today. I once triumphantly tracked down an exclusive, not-yet-on-the-market copy of the Hillary Duff prepaid debit card and rushed it overnight to NBC for the anchors to flash on-screen at 8 a.m. Then, five years later, while taking the crosstown bus in Manhattan, I bumped into Patricia, a Today producer who remembered me as that tireless, very eager young staffer. While we rode the bus, I told Patricia I had a book coming out. She was ecstatic and told me to send it to her office. And now, months later, here I was, getting the chance of a lifetime.

I was sitting in my cubicle at work when the good news arrived, and I immediately turned to my friend and then colleague James to share my excitement-slash-nervousness. He predicted this appearance would be a life-altering event.

“What do you mean?” I asked him, fishing for reassurance.

“I just think this is going to be a moment in your life when you look back and think this is when everything changed,” he said.

In many ways, my friend’s forecast would be correct. It would lead to more speaking opportunities, recurring press, additional book deals, and starting the business I have today. But the thing he didn’t predict was how, during my first live network appearance, my fear of rejection would set off like a bomb. Humiliated, I’d be left picking up the pieces in front of millions of viewers.

The general feeling of being on one of the biggest morning shows in the country for the first time (and, honestly, still) is for me simultaneous excitement and horror. The most surprising part is how quiet it is around the set. Without a live audience inside, there’s mostly just silence in between segments, which, as a guest, means I can hear—very acutely—the voices in my head telling me to not screw up.

In preparation for my debut, I clung to advice from Candace, my boss during a college internship at CNBC.com. She and I had shared a small office with floor-to-ceiling glass walls at 30 Rockefeller Center, a room that we called “the fishbowl.” It was the summer of 1999 and one of the loneliest periods in my young adult life, a time when I ate no fewer than 192 inches of Subway sandwiches over a span of eight weeks. (More on this dietary triumph in the next chapter.)

Candace and I were trying to guess what it was about Katie Couric, who was a Today show co-anchor at the time and someone we occasionally spotted (okay, gawked at) around the plaza, that made her such a beloved star. Maybe it was her charm, her wit, her chic but effortless style, her ability to conduct revelatory interviews with everyone from celebs like Leo DiCaprio to presidents?

“I think people just like her,” Candace concluded. “People just have to like you. You know?”

I nodded while squinting my eyes, the look I give when trying to pretend I have any sort of clue.

I wasn’t sure how to achieve this “likeability” Candace spoke of, but I very much wanted to grow up and be like Katie. I wanted to be a respected journalist with adoring fans and massive financial power. I wanted Glamour magazine to say I, too, was the “best dressed” on daytime TV.

Fast-forward to Today Show Eve, when I rehearsed what might win me approval from the network executives and make me “liked” by the 5 million people watching. Up until that point I’d spent most of my career as a journalist being the one with the questions. I had the occasional experience being in front of the camera. While at Money magazine, the PR team booked me on local TV from time to time to share tips from the magazine, and at TheStreet.com, where I currently worked, I anchored web videos. But appearing on Today as a featured guest? This was a whole other ball game. And like baseball, football, and most major league sports, I had no idea how the scoring worked.

With the tables turning, I was afraid to face the light. I must have rewritten my talking points dozens of times. Tim and I were only dating at the time, but I tasked him to play the role of Today’s male co-anchor at the time (the one who shall not be named) and grill me with practice questions. I rehearsed my answers in front of mirrors, standing, sitting, and lying in bed. I channeled Today’s polished, recurring guests who were fast-talking, soundbite-giving “conversationalists.” Those were proven, safe, and “likeable” moves, I told myself. I sped up the pace of my words and deepened my voice. I recalled how a moody boss once told me to refine my speech while on camera and stop saying things like “gotta” and “shoulda.” (Side note: Women get a lot of stupid advice on how to sound and talk their way up the ladder. It was the Katie Couric who once said in a commencement speech that she was criticized for not having “gravitas” when she became the first woman to solo anchor the evening news, a word she decoded to mean “testicles” in Latin.5) I prayed I’d be seated on the right side of the host so as to easily hide the crater of an old chicken pox scar on my left cheek. I practiced how I might cross my legs. Should I cross my legs?

In the shower before bed, the hope was to relax. Instead, I channeled my stress into a new, sharp razor and accidentally slit the front of my right shin. Did I mention I was planning to wear a pencil skirt?

There was so much riding on this interview. My book was meant to establish me as an expert in personal finance. My insights would hopefully be a first step, a conversation starter in encouraging young adults to connect with one another and open up about the financial issues we experience. As someone who was embedded in this generation, I wanted to be an empathetic advocate and friend to help us reach our financial best.

That’s how our dialogue was supposed to go.

Here’s the real rewind: Meredith Vieira, the Today co-anchor at the time, began by asking why I thought my new financial advice book would appeal to a younger audience. This was one of the first times that a twentysomething (who was also a woman) had attempted to simplify and demystify the financial world for her generation. “You probably are the best one to give them this advice because they might not take it from somebody my age,” she said. She was clearly teeing me up so that I could easily drive home my message.

What I wanted to say was that young adults were tired of being told what to do by so-called “experts” who aren’t living in their shoes. We wanted to hear from someone who personally understood our grievances.

Instead, I blurted out something to the effect of (and you can probably search for this gaffe on YouTube), “We don’t want someone who’s three times our age… telling us what to do.”

“Now stop right there!” she replied with a look that said, “I think I know what you mean, but do you realize what you just said… out loud?”

My body tensed up as I tried to combat totally losing my grip on the interview. It didn’t help that I heard the camera operators chuckling. I threw out a nervous laugh, and said, “No offense!” and immediately began speeding through the rest of my answer, desperate to distance myself from this mortifying moment. I wanted very badly to go home, but Meredith wasn’t done with me. We had four whole minutes left.

When our segment ended, and we cut to commercial, I finally exhaled and apologized. I thanked Meredith profusely for understanding. She gave me a hug and a “nice job” before she was whisked to the studio upstairs.

While my blunder seemed to go over fine with the classy Meredith, I dreaded how others who were expecting more or better might be disappointed and lose confidence in me. How was I going to face my publisher? My colleagues back in the newsroom? I imagined some folks soaking up every second of my trip up. And, ey voy! What would my mother say?

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Patricia slowly approaching. My heart sank. She had taken a chance by booking me, had advocated for me, had encouraged her senior executives to feature this unknown, oddly named amateur, and I had word-vomited all over their exquisite set. I wanted to sprint out of the building but was forced to stay put and get de-mic’d by a crew member. I stood under the hot lights, roasting in shame until all wires were fully removed.

Patricia gently took my arm and said softly, “Okay, so… our executive producer wants me to tell you… we’d love to have you back.”

What?

Patricia is polite but this seemed an egregious lie. Or, did the EP slip out and grab a muffin during my live catastrophe? And he had no clue?

Later, as Patricia and I went over the segment, I learned a big reason why they wanted me back: after tripping on my words, a wild thing happened—I was seen as someone who screws up… just like everyone else. I was seen as a woman who isn’t perfect, but who shows up anyway. And attempts to recover as best she can.

Now, I can’t take credit for understanding back then how to pivot and work my fear of rejection to my advantage on the spot. I was young and still needed to learn. But I do recall this: my fear had made me desperate to just stick my landing. When I could no longer trust the “scripts” for how I was supposed to behave, I turned to the one tool left in my arsenal: being me. I leaned on my professional listening skills, focused on my breath, and told myself to slow down. Maybe I’d perform unlike the “pros,” but at least this way, I wouldn’t trip on my words again. I showed my real, perfectly imperfect self.

In the end, my moves were far more likeable than donning a fancy outfit or using $10 words. Nothing spells ratings more than falling on your face on live television, amiright?

Reflecting on that messy moment, I see how fearing rejection can initially throw us into likeability quicksand. Misinterpreting this fear as a sign to model ourselves after others so that we can win approval can be destructive. When I began “posing” at the top of the interview with my mechanical talking points, my body got really confused. It’s no accident that I said something inappropriate. This was fear’s way of telling me to stop. Just stop. There’s still a way to finish strong. But you have to start remembering who you are and trust that, like Rihanna at the 2023 Super Bowl halftime show, showing up entirely as yourself, without crazy dance tricks or a surprise musical guest, is more than plenty.

Something similar would happen again seven years later in a job interview with Lucy Kaylin, the then head of O, The Oprah Magazine and its editor at large, Gayle King. I caught my fear of rejection leading me down the path of self-sabotage. But this time, I was able to more consciously engage the fear and use the stimulus to course correct in the moment.

The role I was up for was contributing editor, and I was competing against over a dozen other money experts to write the new monthly financial column. In the meeting, when they asked what differentiated me from the other financial pros they were interviewing, I fumbled. I could only think of the strengths that the others had, their unique advantages over me. How could Oprah’s team prefer me to some of these other candidates? One person I was up against had millions of followers. Another was an actual certified financial planner. I was thinking of the others when I should have been focused on me. I stalled. I even brought up a competitor’s name to say, “Well, I may not have credentials like so-and-so…” What? Farnoosh, why are you taking attention off of yourself? Why are you giving others a spotlight? This is your job interview. My self-consciousness couldn’t take the embarrassment, the self-inflicted wounds. And when I saw Lucy shift impatiently in her seat for a smarter answer, it was a wake-up call that an opportunity of a lifetime was slipping away.

At that moment, sensing that I was losing my way in the interview and failing to win any “likes,” I harnessed my fear of rejection and shifted the adrenaline to excitedly talking up my work and what I knew to be true: that my podcast provided me with an ear to the ground to hear people’s financial questions and problems like nobody else. If anybody were to reject that, I’d be its fiercest advocate. When I saw Lucy and Gayle lean in, I knew I was back in the game. We ended up talking for almost ninety minutes, so much that the next day I completely lost my voice. (My podcast was a seven-day-per-week show back then, too, so it was inevitable.) A month later, the team officially invited me on board.

When I’ve been afraid of being excluded, unfriended, denied, or ignored, I see both darkness and light. The fear in those moments, while excruciating, also led to wisdom. It was actually telling me not to focus so hard on assimilating and not to be so desperate for approval. Other-wise, things can spiral. The fear of rejection was actually saying to start over and center myself. Relax and be real.

Thanks to examining and ultimately befriending my fear of rejection, I’ve become the person who willingly and excitedly chooses to work in a male-dominated field. I appreciate how being different is an asset and a fast track to standing out. I am now that woman who offers her friends and followers the advice nobody else will. We shouldn’t try to not be liked. But if people don’t respect you for who you are at the core, why work so hard to convince them otherwise? Pretending to be someone else is fraught with challenges. What’s most important is that you’re being admired for your natural gifts and talents.

The truth is, we can’t ever really escape or fight the gravitational pull toward our authentic self. We may struggle with who we are both as children and adults. We may assume life might be easier or better if we looked different (and, honestly, it might be, at least temporarily), but when we confuse the fear of rejection with a desire to be liked, we end up living a lie. We say things we don’t mean. We lose connections. And in our efforts to avoid rejection, we live out a self-fulfilling prophecy.





GO WHERE YOU ARE LOVED

Evolutionary science reveals that human tribalism is baked in.6 In Paleolithic times, your loyalty and allegiance to a group allowed you to live a longer life than if you went rogue or were ostracized. It’s natural to want to be in groups that feel familiar or reflect who we are because, again, it’s a survival mechanism. Tribalism, as one group of researchers at Durham University in England concluded, is “an ineradicable feature of human cognition… that no group—not even one’s own—is immune.”

That’s why as a young girl my name was punishing. It was a constant reminder to myself and others that I was different. I’d never once met another Farnoosh. The name has various translations in Farsi—“joyful,” “glorious life,” or “a lot of drinks” (my personal favorite)—but for the other kids in school, Farnoosh only translated to one thing: What?

It felt like a mistake. Like I was a mistake. My name became this out-of-body thing that dragged me through an unkind world. People found the name confusing, confounding, and nutty. And all this was transpiring without my consent. Sheida and Farrokh had not planned to become parents a year into their marriage. Ill-prepared, they scrambled to give me a name. At least, that’s what it felt like.

There’s a phenomenon called the Dorian Gray Effect that finds strangers can, with bizarre accuracy, match names with the faces of people they don’t know.7 It’s not just luck. There are cultural stereotypes at play. Researchers at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem evaluated how we perceive certain names to go with certain looks and personalities. Bobs are assumed to have rounder faces than, say, Tims. Katherines are more serious and reliable than Bonnies. Over time, the reality lives up to the perception. For example, Tim, my husband, has a great jawline, as one might expect.

While this study focused on adults, kids are not excluded from these preconceptions. As a Farnoosh raised in the closed-off, predominantly Irish-Catholic Worcester County suburbs, there was no context or precedent for my name. Kids in my community often assumed I was an alien, unworthy of being included in their lives. My name could be demoralizing at times, a permanent reminder that I was so very different.

Hearing my name mispronounced in public, especially when read off an attendance list from an unsuspecting substitute teacher, would sink me further down into my seat. “Furnish? Fer-NAHSH?” They all tried their darndest to get it right. I’d wait for a pause and go in for a gentle correction. “Um, it’s Far-NOOSH?” I’d say, ending on a question mark, a way of suggesting that this wasn’t their fault, even I didn’t know. It’s a name that really does deserve some probing. So, in my quest to fit in at school, I took on a few aliases.

In the fourth grade, I asked my basketball squad—kids from the surrounding towns who didn’t know me from school—to call me Tina. Tina, to me, was the type A, religious girl from my kindergarten class who wore knee socks and threatened to tell the teachers whenever we used the word “God” outside of a prayer. She was kickass and modeled the intensity that I wanted to bring to my ball game.

Throughout the years, my parents, bless their hearts, never impeded any of my many attempts to swap out my name. In some ways, they sympathized. In the late 1980s, simultaneous to becoming naturalized citizens, Mom and Dad officially changed their names to Sheila and Adam. And when my brother arrived shortly after, they named him Todd, after the son of a wealthy and prominent Iranian couple from Bethesda, Maryland. My parents deeply admired this couple. Their Todd had grown up to become a surgeon, and that’s all my mom needed to know.

My parents left the door open for me to make a permanent name switch, too, but I was afraid to make the commitment without a few more experiments.

In the sixth grade, I introduced myself as Ashley to neighbors. Ashley was the whitest, easiest name I could think of, and by this time we were living in the very Anglo suburb of Shrewsbury, so I thought it would work like a charm. This name would win me some respect around the neighborhood.

But at school, my Iranian-ness was not something I could disguise. The curiosity from classmates concerning my origin story was beginning to peak.

“What’s a Farnoosh, anyway?” Chris McMahon asked, hovering over me as I lined up the textbooks in my bottom locker. We were minutes away from the sound of our homeroom bell and he wasn’t wasting any time in ruining my morning. This was the seventh grade, and as such, the kids had mastered a more sophisticated, psychological method of bullying. On the surface, Chris was asking a seemingly innocent question about my name. But the “what” in his question suggested that I wasn’t a person to him. I was a thing.

“Farnoosh is a name and it’s an Iranian name,” I said, annoyed, as he stared blankly at me. “Iran. It’s… a country?”

Holding on to my Trapper Keeper, I felt the comebacks bubbling up inside of him. He shot back, “Yeah, well, just go back to your country.”

It was a predictable response that I’m sure he’d learned from ignorance at home, but it still stung. Asking questions, no matter how unenlightened, implied curiosity about who I was as a human being. But Chris was doing the one thing that was worse: giving up on me altogether. I was, to him, a lost cause.

I remained calm, turned away, and proceeded to take my seat in our homeroom.

The rest of my time as a kid in Shrewsbury was rough. I was getting certified in rejection and would come to understand why so many people feared it. By the ninth grade, my popularity had sunk to an all-time low. I didn’t get elected to the Student Council. I didn’t make the cheerleading squad or the tennis team. At every turn, I was refused entry. My hopes of being a part of something that might connect me with others, to feel like I belonged somewhere other than at my family dinner table, to something that was bigger than me, were dashed.

On a bus ride home one Friday in my first year at Shrewsbury High School, I cried a steady stream of tears. When the driver dropped me off at the edge of our home’s driveway, I spotted my mom’s mom, Mamani, waiting for me as usual. Back then, Mamani’s visits from Iran spanned multiple months, and she would be the first to inflict anxiety and worry over our Americanized ways. She gripped my hand as we walked from the bus to the front door. Before we stepped inside, she hinted that my parents had big news to share: we were moving again. It would be our third and biggest relocation to date, to Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania. While some kids might have resisted the idea of permanently leaving town when they’d only just started high school, I remember thinking this was some of the best news of my life. I began making a list of new names for myself.

A few months later, my family and I packed our latest-edition Camry (we were Toyota devotees) and headed south to an apartment rental on the Main Line, a high-net-worth suburban enclave that consisted of several small, upscale towns right outside Philadelphia. The Main Line had been named after the former Pennsylvania Railroad that ran along the district, home to some of the city’s most prestigious families. And now, the Torabis. We weren’t affluent like them, just ambitious immigrants making ends meet in a similar zip code.

In Bryn Mawr, I would attend Harriton, a tax-rich “Blue Ribbon” public school with only five hundred students. In this town, my parents had arrived with a goal to start a Persian restaurant with friends. My father, being highly risk-averse, kept his full-time job at a tech company in Shrewsbury and worked remotely from our new living room three states away, traveling back and forth every couple of weeks. Our two-bedroom apartment in Bryn Mawr overlooked the commuter railway stop. At first the vibrations and thunder of the SEPTA train that passed every forty-two minutes mere feet away startled us. But in time we learned to talk over the noise.

We settled in with only a few weeks until the start of the school year. I’d be entering the tenth grade, the new kid once more. In a different state, I figured this was my moment to thoroughly commit to a personal rebranding and take on a fresh persona full-time. From my list, I picked a name that gave credence to the fact that I was now a young lady… possibly even rebellious. I wanted to exude an air of mystery, as I imagined strutting down the halls of my new high school. Sort of like Shannen Doherty’s character Brenda in 90210, the dark-haired Midwesterner who gave zero f’s in the face of Beverly Hills mean girls.

To that end, I became Nikki with two k’s.

Nikki was a girl I knew from growing up in Massachusetts. She was beautiful, a little defiant, and a fashionista. She owned cashmere sweaters purchased from shopping trips in Manhattan with her mom. Her Persian parents doted on her. The other girls wanted to be her. And so I thought, entering a new town, a new school district, I could actually be her.

The American names I chose for myself throughout the years were all short-lived. The first two I selected—Tina and Ashley—didn’t last because I simply outgrew them. I fell out of favor with their ordinariness, I guess. Besides, basketball season ended, and I had no new kids who didn’t already know me as Farnoosh to practice with and call me Tina.

And although I was adamant about being Nikki, the ruse only lasted for a week or two. Students and teachers couldn’t get my attention. They’d call on me in class or shout “Nikki” across the gym to no avail. Turns out, I was oblivious to Nikki. My reflexes were not accustomed to the change. I was fourteen years old going on fifteen. By then, I’d been living my life mostly as a Farnoosh, albeit begrudgingly. My subconscious resisted this radical shift. It’s almost as if my fear of rejection was begging me to wake up to my own preposterousness and make friends with what it was trying to tell me: accept yourself, the person you are at the core, your true self.

I was misusing my fear of rejection as a weapon against myself, to change aspects of my identity. I’d become the biggest culprit of my own rejection. What would have happened if I had just remained Farnoosh? Would the basketball team have passed me fewer balls? Would I have felt sadder on that first day of school? I’ll never know because I was too busy pointing arrows at myself.

High school was a formative time for me, when I began to not only discover but decide who a Farnoosh could be. Over the next year, my relationship with my name would transform. I was able to step into my genuine self more safely, due in large part to the fact that my classmates in the suburbs of Philadelphia, while beyond wealthy, came from more diverse backgrounds. I was given the inviting space and support to explore my identity, thanks to classmates and teachers who encouraged our individuality. Kids started to call me Noosh and Nooshy, both terms of endearment. I couldn’t believe what was happening.

My new start in Bryn Mawr taught me that our fear of rejection can be sneaky. In the beginning, this fear may stem from hostility and denial from the external world, prompting you to turn against yourself. You begin to like yourself less. You doubt what you’re capable of accomplishing. You long to assimilate. And even when circumstances change, it has this way of sticking around. This fear, that you initially sourced from the outside, becomes part of your identity. You see yourself as less than.

When I landed in a place that was more inclusive, I felt more at peace with who I was. I became more courageous. I spoke up in our English class more often and debated the other students, even the popular ones. I tried out for the tennis team, despite having been rejected in Shrewsbury, and actually made the cut. (I was still awful, but the coach was patient.) I auditioned for the school musicals and landed both comedic and dramatic roles I didn’t know I had in me to perform.

My move to Bryn Mawr found me asking, Who’s doing the rejecting? It was me and solely me. I’d allowed the previous bullying in Massachusetts to get to me so much that I began to believe the rejection was justified, and so I’d started to be dismissive of myself. Moving somewhere new, where I could express myself more freely, taught me a lesson I would remember in times of loneliness, insecurity, and rejection: Appreciate what makes you… you. Be yourself and see the doors open. And as I got older, that move to Bryn Mawr suggested another lesson: you don’t have to spend your whole life surrounded by people who don’t understand you.

This surprising journey of my relationship with my name inspired my college personal statement essay, in which I defined what it meant to be a Farnoosh. It was a story I was sure would win over college admissions teams everywhere.

I illustrated the early torment, my countless identity crises, and finally the acceptance and peace that arrived with just giving up, letting go, and leaning into what set me apart. I wrote about how I discovered that the most challenging part of my name—that it was unprecedented and unfamiliar—meant that I also had a blank slate to do anything and become anyone. With no cultural expectations of what a Farnoosh should be, I had a unique opportunity to blaze a trail for myself and any other Farnooshes who wanted to be as unpredictable and weird as I knew I was.

I mailed variations of it to about ten different schools, all the top ones my counselors said I ought to try, so I’d be including some fancy private universities. My father also insisted I apply to Penn State, our in-state college and the most affordable option, as my backup. There was no special higher ed fund set aside for me, and wherever I attended either needed to grant me a scholarship or be inexpensive enough for my father to cash-flow the cost out of his paycheck.

That following spring, the admissions letters began trickling in. One by one they arrived, mostly in standard four-by-nine envelopes, the kind that only meant one thing. Every sentence started with those five awful words: We regret to inform you…

To imagine rejection is one thing. It is another to see it addressed to you on official letterhead.
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