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To Elena Moussa

(some lady I know)






PREFACE THE PLUS AND THE PANDEMIC


I pretty much finished this book on the second week of January, 2020.

Around the same time, I was reading about some weird sickness erupting in China.

Tipped off in a Periscope podcast by Scott Adams, I started to obsessively pay attention to the frightening videos of nurses weeping in hospital scrubs, as body bags piled up.

Roughly ten days or so later, I went on The Five to demand we shut down travel from China to the United States. It should have been said sooner, but the media was still yakking about impeachment. Yep, impeachment–the predetermined failure that occupied the press and their accomplices in government. Imagine, if just one reporter peeled himself away from that bitter exercise in futility to see what was going on in Wuhan, who knows if things would have been different. (A few of them, at Fox, did, actually.) Instead this idiotic adventure gobbled up the breathless media, the government, and the president. Sorry… I know that assigning blame is pointless right now. It’s a minus. Let’s be a plus.

I sent the book off, and that seems like another century ago. Since then we’ve experienced a once-in-a-lifetime event that has changed our lives. We shut down our economy, watched the stock market crash, and socially distanced ourselves, as storefronts closed and odd people hoarded toilet paper. Also, people died. But hopefully, far, far fewer than expected, because of our collective action. Oh, how I hate that word “collective.” It’s always on a flyer pinned to a bulletin board at an independent bookstore (“Come join our vegan pacifist collective poetry group meeting every third Thursday of every month unless Mercury is in retrograde or I overslept”). It’s usually a code word for “angry weirdos with purple hair.”

But in this case, this “collective” was 340 million strong, and we’re, I hope, getting it done.

You could say “This is just like a movie.” But it’s not. Because in a movie, America would descend into violent chaos. Our streets would fill with maniacs. We’d turn on each other.

Reality, so far, proves the movies wrong. We didn’t turn on each other. We turned toward each other. Obviously from a distance. But we did so to kick the virus’s ass. I can’t say if we’ve kicked its ass yet, because it’s the middle of April, and I am in lockdown, like you. But I’m cautiously optimistic. Or optimistically cautious.

Because regardless of risk of sickness, and even risk of death, people are running toward the crisis—not away. How did we do that?

First, we accepted the brunt of the sacrifice, as a country. We voluntarily accepted draconian limits on our freedoms. We did it to save others, not just ourselves. Many of us could have continued to live normal lives. Most Americans under sixty-five probably would have been fine. In a country of 340 million, 1.5 million dead—that’s a third of 1 percent. Nearly 3 million die each year anyway, from all sorts of stuff. Who cares?

Well, we did. And we still do.

We refuse to stomach that loss. We could have let this virus run its course, but instead we dramatically changed our lives, to save those lives.

Sure, some went on spring break, but since when is it news that young people do stupid things? I just wish their parents hadn’t paid for their flights. They’re the jerks in this story—because they’re adults, with actual brains.

Let that go. After all, so many people did so many great things.

There are the doctors, nurses, paramedics, ER staff, and rest-home workers on the front lines, doing what was necessary, even if it might kill them. Ranchers, farmers, and truckers keep the food going, grocery clerks restock as they deal with panicked customers and hoarders. Pharmaceutical companies donate meds. People float loans to workers. Every person who could offer some benefit has done so. In this crisis, it’s like assholes simply disappeared (although you could still find a few in the media, in the usual spots).

Everyone became a plus. Which made it harder for the minuses to hide.

As my wife could attest, I have almost no real talents that could save the earth. I can’t fix things; I only break them. I am not the person to ask when you need help moving.

However, the help I give—if you ask—comes in a check. I’ll pay for the move, so we can go out and drink.

That’s one of my two pluses. I throw cash at people’s problems. The other plus: offering optimism and hope on the shows I host. I think that matters.

It’s a strange coincidence that I decided to write a self-help book about becoming a better person, before a massive, horrifying event that demands all of us to become better people. I can actually put the principles into action myself. And I can watch others do the same. It’s unreal, how the chapters seem to fit with this challenge.

For example, in this book I suggested cultivating your own curriculum–learning new skills to make you feel extra awesome. And, lo and behold, that has become a potent prescription during the claustrophobic moments of this pandemic: if you’re home right now, and can’t do anything—I say that you can: consider this moment an opportunity to get better at stuff (and life). I say this, though, realizing it’s not so easy when nothing’s going into your bank account.

So I focus on my health—or rather, my belly—which is easy to focus on, because it’s right there in front of me like an evil Siamese twin made of butter and alcohol. I use the time to get in shape. And it’s not hard. I don’t push myself. I just walk. Or I ride. I’m not winning any medals in anything other than modest self-improvement and declining body odor. I also spend idle moments playing guitar and writing absurd songs about the pandemic—songs that you will never hear because they’re worse than the virus.

The days grow longer, but I fill them with positives. I get up early—and instead of listening to the news (which does little for my mental health), I go for an hourlong walk, outside, alone. It gets me out of my brain and feeds me vital vitamin D direct from the sun. Then I hit the bike, indoors. My gym is closed, and I don’t want to use that as an excuse to turn into a housebound flab mountain (ultimately, a crane will have to remove me through a hole in the roof).

The point is, there has never been a better time to become a better you than now. To turn your minuses into pluses. And this is happening after I wrote a book on how to do that.

If I’m not Nostradamus, then neither is he.

Then there’s my “prison of two ideas” theory, in which we cling to a misguided belief that only two opposite positions exist on an issue, leading us into a constant dead-end face-off, when in fact there’s an infinite number of stances existing between two oppositional beliefs. It’s basically throwing two straw men into a ring and instructing them to fight to the death. They both lose.

Here’s a “prison of two ideas” example that hinders our fight against a virus: Do we fight the pandemic, or do we save the economy?

That two-idea prison means that you can’t do both at the same time. Yes, you can fight the virus and protect the economy, in phases, or at the same time. Which I hope you will see soon, if you haven’t seen it already (again, this sentence is written on April 12, 2020).

This prison of two ideas is especially deadly because it forbids you to ask the important questions–like when to reopen an economy! That’s not a heartless question when you’re talking about 340 million souls. You gotta think of the consequences not just of disease but hopelessness.

The fact is, we need to fight the virus through social distancing, which hurts the economy. But once we slow the spread (“flatten the curve”), we can reignite parts of the economy by phasing work back—either through age groups, health status, region, or a combination of such factors.

If you eliminate the two-idea prison, you find that you can toggle between two goals to find the best recipe that can save both lives and an economy. It might be that people over sixty stay home longer; and people under forty get back to work sooner. Our response to this pandemic proves that the two-idea prison is an obstacle to real solutions. It’s never “either/or”—it’s actually “this and that.” There’s an infinite number of choices between “total shutdown,” and “We’re 100 percent open for business.” Smart people (you and me) understand this flexibility. The media, sadly, doesn’t. Flexibility also allows us to pull back and change course if the virus decides to return (it will).

I could go on and on about the weirdness of this book’s coming out now. I didn’t expect this pandemic and neither did you. I just woke up in the middle of the night six or seven months ago, thinking about a book that might matter one day, maybe after I am gone. I didn’t expect it to matter this much, this soon—but now I think it does. I am not patting myself on the back (my arms are too short). I am just grateful that maybe this pile of words will help you through tough times and turn you into a plus, when the best version of you is so desperately needed. What’s weird: some of the chief complaints in this book will have been vanished by the virus. It’s as if cancel culture and identity obsession took a rain check as real shit hit the fan, and unity told that other crap to scram.

One thing that cannot be overlooked is how the losses we are incurring are losses we experience together. No one is gaining an edge; we are all pretty much in the same place together.

I have no doubt that during this time you are answering the call of your family, your friends, and your country. You instinctively know what it takes to pitch in, to be a plus.

And once you understand that, there’s no going back.

THE PLUS: THE ROAD TO RECOVERY IS PAVED WITH REASONABLENESS

When the going gets rough, good people lighten up.

One purpose of the Plus is to create an environment of reasonableness. Meaning that rhetoric in any bad situation should lean away from the intense and emotional, and toward the light-hearted and helpful. This is how you avoid being a minus, and instead become a plus, in a pandemic. And in life in general.

Ignore the divisive, and punish with memes

During the lockdown, New York City mayor Bill Deblasio produced a video in which he demanded citizens narc on other citizens if they violated quarantine restrictions. This, after he had earlier dismissed the hazardous nature of the illness. This was his way of making up for lost time: turning the public into the secret police. How fitting that after this stupid act he gets caught, on video, violating his own quarantine! He is truly a minus: For in a time of great strife, he chose to pursue a behavior that would divide us by asking that we turn on—and in—each other.

Who was the plus? All the Americans who left insulting memes and other nonsense on de Blasio’s tip line. Yep, instead of reporting on each other, our country’s patriots clogged his tattle-tale tip line with garbage. That is not just a plus—it’s a patriotic plus. Instead of indulging in the very worst behavior in a time that screams for unity—narcing on each other—Americans chose instead to ridicule and annoy the offending culprit. Let that be a model for all of us.


Keep the briefs in the drawer

Let’s say your neighborhood bar reopens. What do you do? Well, if you’re a plus, you pay it a visit and spend some of your money to help him out. If you’re a minus, you sue him for inadequate hand sanitizer in the restroom.

See, we need to allow civilization sufficient time to restart before we let the lawyers wake up and get to work. Because once a lawyer is in the room, nothing gets done until ten years from now. Seriously, would any of the great inventions have occurred if lawyers were in the vicinity of said inventions? Do you think we’d have electricity? No, Ben Franklin’s kite would have been impounded as a public hazard. Do you think we’d even have fire? Of course not. It’s hot! And you can’t put a warning label on it! So, for now, in order to be a plus, let’s slow-walk our legal actions and let society get back on its feet. Then, when we’re back to 100 percent, we can sue the pants off each other (as long as we leave the masks on).

Put your finger away

Just about every single person on earth made incorrect predictions about the virus. The exceptions who didn’t, didn’t make any suggestions or predictions at all. They would never commit. If you said “If we don’t reopen soon, our economy will implode,” this fence-sitter might say “Yes, but we don’t want to open too early!”; then, if you said “I worry that the disease might return,” he might say “But you can’t keep closed forever!” He’s the never-wrong armchair quarterbacking gawker—never offering anything beyond banal platitudes designed to cover his butt. So later, without actually ever presenting an actual thought that carried a risk, he can show up to question timing, phasing, and so on—without ever having any real skin in the game. Which is why, here, I must reintroduce Gutfeld’s law, which goes like this: “If you contributed nothing at the time of the event, then you can’t point fingers in the future.” Meaning that if you’re one of those jackasses who like to pretend they predicted the outcomes only after the outcome presented itself, you deserve no attention from any of us who actually grappled with the tough adult questions. So put your blame-pointing finger away and stop wasting our time. We’re trying to be a plus here; and your finger is just a big minus—a weathervane that tells you only how the wind blew a month ago.






INTRODUCTION WHY I’M MAKING THE MISTAKE OF WRITING A SELF-HELP BOOK


One afternoon, on The Five, in the middle of yet another gripping segment about polarization, I said something about how I’d handle dealing with disagreeable people in this so-called age of division.

I won’t tell you what I said, because then this book would be over. And you’d put this back on the shelf, without purchasing it. And I would be a little poorer, and a little more distant from my dream of owning a mattress castle (it’s a castle made of mattresses; I think there’s only one, and it’s in Finland).

But when I got home and checked my email, I found one million strangers who watched the show telling me how much it meant to them (actually, it was thirteen). Some included their phone numbers. Secretly, however, I knew what I said would have some power. I had mentioned it on The Five to see if it would stick.

But like I said, if I told you what it is here, on page 2, then you wouldn’t read the rest of this short little book (and don’t skip to the next chapters, you cheapskates). So, I’m going to lie to you and say the answer to all our problems was coconut water enemas—just so we can move on.

So it came to me that my next book—that is, this one—would be one containing advice about solving the crap that’s destroying all of us.

Horror of horrors, I would write a self-help book.

I felt gross, all over. Why? Well, I don’t like self-help books because I don’t like the people who write them. I know for a fact that the writers who give advice are generally severely screwed-up people.

Because I was one of them.

Yep, in a previous life, before you got to know me on various shows on Fox News, I was a writer and editor for mass-market service magazines. I began at Prevention magazine, once the largest health magazine in the world, starting as an assistant editor, soon to become their fitness editor. I wrote columns called “Interior Body-Building” and gave advice on nutrition and stress to scores of middle-aged women. I was doing all of this while eating steaks every night, drinking my weight in wine, and suffering panic attacks on stair-climbers. But dammit, I was so good at giving advice that they kept promoting me, until I became editor of the world’s largest health magazine for men, Men’s Health. (If you don’t remember it, imagine a half-naked guy on the cover with abs that resemble a flattened accordion. That was essentially every issue, give or take an ab. That was twenty years ago, so those guys on the cover are likely now doing erectile dysfunction commercials.)

It was there that I lived the life that rejected all sound advice, as I told people how to live. Those who can’t do, etc.… I thought I’d never return to that life, but alas here I am, giving advice once again. Why?

Good question. Let me think.

Okay—I’m doing this book, because I had a lot of ideas and a lot of diagnosed problems about the world in general. And frankly, I was sick of hearing about them, from me. If you think I can really annoy the crap out of people, imagine what I do to me. I cannot ever get away from me. I am stuck with me. And it can be as bad as you think.

Yep, I had too many brilliant ideas for books, and every day, each one triggered a major problem or challenge. I wrote many proposals, all of which were accepted by my wonderful publisher and editor, until I felt more than ready to go. I’d already figured out what to spend the advance on (creating an amusement park for people of my height). I would deliver a book or two that examined these persistent societal problems, and like my previous ones, sell enough to pay for all the surgeries designed to make me look more like a Shetland pony. Eventually, I noticed a glaring problem with all my ideas: they identified problems, but they were short on solutions. I was cranking out crap; I was feeling like a crank. Full of crap.

That was when I called my publisher in frustration and told them that while I could write the next book (it was halfway done), I felt like I was sleep-writing—performing a perfunctory duty on autopilot, which, believe it or not, works better with relationships than it does with writing. The book read fine as is, and it had some jokes and surprising wisdom, as well as the usual sparkling insight you’d find in my previous books… which also was the problem. I felt like I had done this before. I started to wonder if I was getting in a groove, or stuck in a rut, or caught in a trap while weasels ripped my flesh. I got sick of my own voice, saying the same old stuff. I wanted a new conversation with my readers; we’d exhausted the old one. I’m not coming down a mountain with scrolls—I just want to take the next step.

And then it came over me like a wheelbarrow of lumpy haggis.

Why not… not do it? Why not do something else?

I toyed with fiction.

I started writing a novel but realized I was a pretty crappy fiction writer. I didn’t believe “me” because I was writing about something that didn’t happen. I could feel myself making stuff up, getting deeper into the lie, until I just couldn’t take it seriously. I asked for advice from various successful fiction writers, and they told me to write it as if it were real—as though I were reporting it. (They also told me other things, which I think they found witty but I, frankly, found insulting.) I tried that too—but every time I tried to write a new character, I felt like a big fat phony. So I gave up.

So you may ask why I am doing a self-help book, now.

Perhaps it’s punishment (mine, not yours).

Or maybe I realize that now, roughly twenty years later, I actually know stuff about the world that should be passed on. You know you’re getting old when your age matches a highway speed limit. So now, as I write this at fifty-five, I find myself in the happiest moment of my life. And I feel like I’m getting happier. This could be directly related to aging: Jonathan Rauch wrote a great book on this, one I interviewed him about, called The Happiness Curve. In it he detailed how, as you age, things don’t get worse—they only get better (provided you don’t die). I totally agreed with the premise, although I might have laughed at it when I was twenty-five. But I was young and dumb back then—now I’m old and smart (and insulated with muscular fat composed of equal parts creatine and McRibs). You’ve heard the phrase “I wish I knew then what I know now.” Well, that’s impossible, because in order to know what you know now, you have to leave the “then,” far, far behind. Sorry: Being young isn’t worth the trouble. The sooner you get old, the better.

If you aren’t getting happier as you’re getting older, you’re doing it wrong. Either that, or you had the greatest childhood ever—which is sad, in a way.



So, now, as an old guy, I am equipped and able to write a self-help book that is meant to help you as much as it helps me.

This book is based on an epiphany born from a desire. The desire was to seek a solution to problems instead of merely cataloging them, and the epiphany was a simple system that is so easy to operate even a twenty-five-year-old “me” could do it in his underpants, provided I owned a pair. And it made writing a book about it so easy I could do it with one arm tied behind my back, because I only use one finger to type.

In these next chapters, I will go through the current, most relevant problems our country is facing—each of which ended up almost becoming a book in and of itself, except they lacked solutions. Which is why the voice in my head said I needed to stuff a sock in it until I find the solutions. Which I did.

So what follows will be a brutal unfolding of some very troubling issues we’re dealing with right now. Mind you: these are psychological problems that can destroy you. The good news: because they’re rooted in psychology, they might be the product of my own disturbed thinking. Which means you can beat them—since they’re more my problem than yours!



My diagnosis of this problem leads to the solution. You have it in your hand.

It’s “the Plus.”

It’s not about the power of positive thinking. It’s about—without sounding positively nauseating—positive being. Every choice is a coin flip: plus or minus? Command yourself every morning to choose a positive path and avoid or eliminate anything that can be seen as a minus.

So it’s not “random acts of kindness,” or “paying it forward,” or “thinking positively.”

All of those are temporary, feel-good dalliances that require almost no discipline.

My thing is permanent, and irreversible. It’s actually brainwashing, if it works correctly.

And yes, that sounds a bit “culty”—I’m okay with that.

Usually when you accuse anyone of pushing some cure-all, like a cultist attempting to brainwash the naïve, they’ll deny it. Not me. I want this to brainwash the naïve. I want it to be a cult. I’d like it go grow beyond a cult—to reach the importance of say, a Maroon 5 fan club, or an organization that swims naked in the winter. If it reaches Scientology proportions, I’m totally okay with that; at least I might get a boat out of it. Or a nude swim.

The entire premise of my solution for all the problems I mention in this book boils down to one sentence you should ask yourself every morning. Over time, that query will be something you instinctively ask yourself before every meeting, every phone call, every date, and every dinner. But it begins tomorrow morning when you get up and face yourself in that bathroom mirror. That’s when you ask yourself: “Will I be a plus, or a minus?”

The simplicity of such a question holds real power. We know the direction of both symbols—a plus means adding something positive to life; a minus means taking something away.

It’s a polarity, but between them are an endless array of opportunities for good things and bad. Choose right at every time and you’ll be able to beat the hell out of Dale Carnegie (which I once did, actually. It was easy, though—he was in his eighties and I had an axe).



I started this as an experiment several months ago. By nature, I am a cynical person, maybe not godless, but allegedly agnostic. I had spent a lot of time around angry people, and I myself am often mistaken for angry when in fact I’m just loud. I am not sure how it came to me, but in the middle of the night, tired but sleepless, exhausted but incapable of slumber, I realized that I was tired of running through my complaints over and over again. I realized that the roads I habitually traveled were not going anywhere new. I was on a daily commute to nowhere. I wondered if it was because I was choosing roads that only offered a tour of the problems, without taking me to a solution.

That morning for some reason, I said to myself—will I be a plus or a minus?

As an experiment, I said “Okay, plus.” And I had that inside my head when I became faced with any decision that came my way.

If someone sent me an email that irritated me, I asked myself before I responded: Am I going to be a plus or a minus? And is my current mood influencing how my response might turn out? This is the key to everything in life: almost all my negative responses are mood based. And moods change as frequently as the underwear at incontinence camp.

When I read something defaming me on Twitter, before I responded, I asked myself: Am I a plus or a minus? And while I’m pondering this, I asked myself, have I been drinking? And if not, why not? This is the kind of thinking that drives me to the gym, where the pluses come in reps and resistance. But asking that question steers me into directions of least harm.

I made this self-quiz a routine for a few days. I felt that I had to say the actual phrase, out loud, to direct me toward a path of positive outcome. I’m pretty sure it worked. I feel like I eliminated a lot of stress, a lot of wasted energy, and more quickly forgot the things that used to regularly bother me. Deciding to be a plus, is perhaps, willfully embracing amnesia. I was forgetting what had just happened, what I had just seen on TV, and decided to give life a chance after the next commercial break.

I was also forgetting the things I had gotten used to. Part of life’s negativity is born from boredom and predictability. It’s one thing I learned from being around comedian Tom Shillue, a religious and intense man who finds a Catholic church in every town we’re about to perform in (we tour together). He is habitually surprised by life. I swear if I showed him the same Snickers bar he had seen minutes earlier, he’d react with glee and light a candle. Part of his robust mental health, I realized from traveling with him, is his outlook. He literally “looks out.” (It’s not called an “inlook” for a reason.) And everything that makes me nervous, he revises verbally, to me, as an adventure.

I’ll say, “Tom, it says here that the venue is three hours away and the weather is terrible.” He’ll respond, “Imagine what could happen, Greg!”—as if that’s a plus not a minus. He literally reverses that single catastrophic thought in my head into an exciting trip to an amusement park called life. He replaces dread with curiosity. It works.

A friend of mine with three daughters used to tell me about the sharp, painful Barbie accessories—tiny purses, brushes, and heels—that littered his living room carpet because his girls owned 1.5 million Barbie dolls. When he’d take his family to Walmart, the three happy children would immediately disappear into the Barbie aisle—and emerge heartbroken because all they could find there were the two Barbie dolls they didn’t already own, and one was Ken. They needed plus-therapy. I suppose that part of being a plus is clearing the mental slate, so old things are always new. And you suddenly appreciate all the stuff you’ve already had.

The biggest minus in our lives is the desire for novelty: it drives us to hurt the people we already love and who already love us back, and to do dumb things with dumber people who love us only for the novelty they’re getting from us, too. The desire for novelty fueled problems of the past, but because we have so many easier ways to cater to our thirst for “the strange,” it’s gotten worse. Take pornography—all it is is a product designed to satisfy the need for sexual novelty. But when I was a teen, you had to really work hard to get the stuff (most porn in the 1970s was hidden in hedges at the park, left behind by other older kids who couldn’t let their snooping mom find it). Now every laptop is a porno-faucet; you can see everything and anything to satisfy your biological thirst for novelty. If I go to Pornhub and type in “lesbian Italian African babysitter mechanic gray hair speaks minimal Mandarin, owns a flute”—I’ll get a dozen options (and one video I starred in under my stage name, Rock Logsworth).

I’m pretty sure that can’t be good in the long run, but what do I know? One could easily counterargue that with the rise of accessible pornography came a decline in sexual assault. It’s weird how statistics undermine your concerns. Example: as distrust over government continues to grow, so does the size of its budget. Weird, huh?

Novelty drives everything from pornography to painkillers—but what made us discover new countries could now be destroying our own. Which is why, when faced with a decision that risks the joys you already have, saying yes is always going to be a minus. Walking away is the plus.

So, over time, asking myself whether I was a plus or a minus became so routine that it no longer required saying it. It just happened to float above me, like an ice cream cone on my forehead, as I made my way through a typical day. Sometimes, true, I’d lose my cool, or I’d do something unnecessarily cruel. But according to my HR spy, I soon reduced those instances by two-thirds. I went on a cruelty-free diet the way people go on carb-free diets. It works, even with one cheat day.

In the next pages I will briskly touch on other major obstacles to living a happy, productive life in this particular day and age—and counter each with some plus-size solutions. Whether it’s our self-destructive social media, the contentious world of actual personal interaction, or how we engage with each other at work, hopefully you’ll get something out of my own personal mistakes. Someone should.
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