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    DISCLAIMER: I COULDN’T POSSIBLY LIST ALL OF THE THINGS YOU MIGHT SUCK AT THAT WOULD CAUSE YOU OR SOMEONE ELSE HARM. INSTEAD, I ADVISE THAT YOU PROCEED WITH CAUTION IF YOUR WAY TO SUCKITUDE INVOLVES ANYTHING DANGEROUS: SURFING, FOR EXAMPLE, OR WINGSUIT FLYING. USE COMMON SENSE AND MAKE SURE YOU ASK FOR AN ASSIST. DON’T GO IT ALONE UNLESS IT’S MACRAMÉ, CROSSWORD PUZZLES, OR ANYTHING ELSE YOU CAN SUCK AT FROM THE SAFETY OF YOUR COUCH.


For Rocco and Gio
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“You grow up the day you have your first real laugh at yourself.”

—ETHEL BARRYMORE

“Success is stumbling from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm.”

—WINSTON CHURCHILL

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”

—SAMUEL BECKETT

“All it takes is just one wave. Not even that, one turn . . . just a moment, it keeps pulling you back to have another moment, and it never ends.”

—GERRY LOPEZ (STEP INTO LIQUID)



Introduction
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Let’s say that you don’t already suck at something.

First of all: that’s delusional.

But even if it is somehow true, I’m going to show you how you’re missing out on something wonderful.

In this book, I’m going to encourage you to find and embrace something you suck at. I want to share with you just how great it can be to suck at something: to really, really struggle to do something unremarkable, uncelebrated, and without much to show for it. And to do that unremarkable thing with love and with hope in your heart. To do it with joy.

I know this joy firsthand because I surf, and I’m bad at it. Surfing isn’t a new kick, and it’s not a phase. I’m not in that honeymoon period of surfing when I’m trying it out, seeing if I’ll get the hang of it, romancing it. By any objective measure, it’s a big part of my life, and has been for a while. I’ve been surfing eight months out of twelve for seventeen years (and yes, to those devoted surfers out there reading this, you have every right to scoff). I’ve arranged my middle-aged life around getting in the water as much as I can. I chose a career path that would allow me to pursue it, risked hard-earned money to support it, and coerced my family into a lifestyle only some of us appreciate. And—I still suck at surfing.

But I love it. I think, in its way, it loves me back.

I have put so much of myself into the waves over the years, but no matter how much I give, I always get more back. It’s an unfair exchange—in my favor—and it has nothing to do with my aptitude.

You, too, have this potential to suck at something. It doesn’t take anything more than just being yourself, having a bit of courage, a sense of humor, and a willingness to start something new, or to return to something old, to start growing again, even if the end result won’t get you in any record books. This book won’t make you a master of anything.

On the other hand, it won’t hurt your chances. A recent study whose results were published in the Journal of Psychology of Science and Technology found that Nobel laureates “were significantly more likely to engage in arts and crafts avocations” than mere members of the National Academy of Sciences—who themselves were also far likelier to have hobbies than the public at large. There’s some politesse in that phrase “arts and crafts avocations,” so let me translate: these Nobel Prize winners like to do things like play the cello and do macramé when they’re not staring down microscopes. And no one is paying to listen to that music, or for their knotted wall hangings.

The very-super-seriously-successful suck too. They just do it intuitively. The rest of us have to figure it out for ourselves.

So what’s stopping us? Nothing more than the fact that sucking has a bad rap. It’s a reputation thing. There’s nothing inherently unpleasant about being substandard at something (think about it: how would our species ever have learned anything if that had been the case?). It’s just that our culture maligns and mocks ineptitude. So much of our public life is oriented around hiding our weaknesses or denying they even exist. Because we are so geared toward success and reward above all, we fail to set aside space in our lives to cultivate new talents and interests. That kind of cultivation will inevitably include fits and false starts. We’ll almost certainly look foolish. We’ll fail. And, so, too many of us skip doing it altogether.

When we approach something new, it seems like our first response is to try to dominate it. If we can’t, we ignore it. By ignoring it we solve one problem: we don’t have to be inadequate at something; but we create another: we diminish our own lives. We add another blank spot. Adulthood becomes a kind of accumulation of blank spots. A strategic anti-growth, surrounded by space we’re too scared to enter. All because we can’t stand knowing about something we won’t command. But if we avoid the vulnerability of living in the space of the new and challenging, then we’ll get old and stagnant real quick.

I believe there’s an even better argument for living in that sucky space more often. I believe happiness itself is found in accepting, even dwelling in, what we fail to excel at.

This isn’t easy. We’ve all felt the particular pain and unhappiness that can make us uncomfortable in that zone between discovery of something that enthralls us and disappointment in ourselves as we fail to master it. Discomfort is the least of it. In this book, I make a case for discomfort. While it may sound counterintuitive right now, it’s where a lot of good stuff is hiding. Quitting before we even start is the tragedy. The other side of frustration and discouragement is tenacity and hope. Let’s live in the doing. The process itself is where we should find satisfaction. Success is a reward we should not come to expect. Once success is attained, if ever, we should be humbled by it.

In our workaholic, goal-driven, relentlessly meritocratic life we have gained so much but lost many things as well. Patience, humility, and self-awareness all get sacrificed in a uniformly goal-setting and -seeking life.

What would happen if we put the need for stroking and reward behind us, just for a bit, and faced the truth that we all suck at some things? If we’re honest with ourselves, we never have a good day if it depends on whether our egos get stroked or not. This doesn’t mean we have to deny the pleasure of knowing and appreciating our talents.

But we can bring this into better balance—I’m pretty sure we spend more than enough time hawking our strengths. Social media is all about it, and it’s a race to the bottom when it comes to our well-being. It turns out that when everyone just shares their very best aspects, it’s a lot harder to be satisfied with our own.

What would happen if instead we celebrated our failed efforts? Or got past celebration entirely, and just let ourselves live with ourselves: our complete, imperfect, untalented selves?

The fact is: there are few tasks at which any of us truly excel. By avoiding what we suck at, we’re unnecessarily avoiding so much of the stuff of life. There’s so much more than just talent. Talent is certainly useful, and for many of us, it helps earn our livelihood. But there’s more to life than usefulness. What can talent teach us about determination? Or patience? Or willpower? Or peace?

Aptitude is easy.

The truly strong spirit pursues something that holds no promise of reward except for the fact of doing it.

Perhaps that strength is similar to what Josef Pieper, a German philosopher writing shortly after WWII, had in mind when he wrote his classic Leisure: The Basis of Culture, in which he said that “The idea of leisure is diametrically opposed to the totalitarian concept of the ‘worker,’ ” and proceeded to celebrate human activity detached from so-called “social usefulness.”

Nothing is less socially useful to me than surfing. I don’t know if my board is the only thing that stands in between me and, say, fascism, but I think I understand what he means. My surfboard may be your guitar, or pottery clay, your putter, or bag of latex twisting balloons. The instrument or action is simply the means by which we practice transcending our usefulness. Whatever the tool or method, by allowing ourselves to suck at something, we will have more patience with ourselves for getting better at the things that really matter. Like being decent human beings.

That’s one mission of this book. We’ll rethink what we thought we knew about some of the basic building blocks of our lives: our free time, our work time, and the disproportionate science and vocabulary we’ve developed to speak about and understand those things. We’ll bust some of the myths that keep us from trying new things in the first place—the drive of perfectionism, the delusion of nostalgia, the lie of first-times, and all of those trivialized touchstones to which we grant meaning: “Do what you love, and you’ll never work again”; and “Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.”

But, there’s more to it than that. I didn’t set out to write this book because surfing appealed to the contrarian in me.

In 2013, when I got back onto my surfboard three months after being diagnosed with breast cancer, I wasn’t thinking about productivity and how I might get back to work with more energy if I caught a few waves. I wasn’t thinking about anything but being out there. Likewise, the second mission of this book is this: celebrating the life-making art of doing something seemingly irrelevant, especially when the rest of your life is being pulled toward one resounding, overwhelming, all-encompassing, and weighty relevance. Sucking at something can help us to reframe the most difficult moments of our lives.

Sure, I’ve gotten better at surfing since then, but even still—I can’t be clearer about this and once more for the cheap seats—I suck at surfing. And the joy I get from doing it is not contingent on rare moments of accidental accomplishments. The joy I get is the joy of trying. Success, when it happens, is a welcome reward, but it’s the wrong end of the funnel.

I don’t think my experience is so unique.

A little while ago the New York Times published a piece I wrote called, naturally, “(It’s Great to) Suck at Something.” At the same time, I posted a video of myself surfing—a video I have kept close for many years, because it’s embarrassing. See, plenty of people in my personal and professional lives already knew about my preferred pastime. And, well, I had to let them assume that I was okay at it, or even pretty good (a natural assumption to make based on how much time I’ve poured into it). So, the video was a bit of an admission.

Have you ever had a friend show up in your neighborhood, and you realize suddenly that you perhaps let that friend believe you were a little more put-together than you really are? And you’re kicking yourself that you didn’t bother to clean the gutters yet this summer, or take out the recycling, or do one of a million things you would have if you had known you were going to be on the spot?

This was like that, except I basically invited the world over, and the front door was rusted off its hinges.

And it’s one of the best things I’ve done in ages. I’ve heard from so many people, from readers all over the world, who were delighted to read my story. Not because they care about surfing (and, wow, some people have strong feelings about surfing!), but because it was a story about someone sucking without shame. Many of them were secretly sucking, too, and it was great to hear there’s a burgeoning tribe out there. But I also heard from plenty of people who were not trying because they didn’t feel like they could. Now I want to invite the world through that rusty-hinged door and to the joys that sucking can bring, an invitation to try new things without the pressure of having to be any good at it. Who knows? You might stumble onto something for which you have innate talent that you never knew you had. But that’s not the end goal because there is no end goal, not even for the potential experts.

My story is not so unique that I should have gotten as much feedback as I did—and with this book I’d like to make it less unique. That’s really the biggest mission: I want to start a whole new bookshelf. A new genre of dinner table conversation. A new community.

We do not tell stories about sucking. I think that’s why so many people thrilled to mine. All of the stories we tell each other, from Hollywood to the hair salon, are stories about triumphs and upswings. When we do share horror stories, we tell them for laughs: Well, I won’t be going there again . . . I won’t be seeing him for a second date . . . I won’t pick that song for karaoke next time.

The implication is: How funny it was that, for a moment, my life was something less than perfect.

Our lives are far from perfect, except for fleeting moments when the perfect wave comes through, and your body and mind are both ready for it, and for a moment you hitch a ride on what feels like a ripple on the silk of life itself.

The rest is tumbling beneath the wave.

But there’s so much to celebrate in the rest of the stuff, in those billions and trillions of potential moves—we just need to start being willing to suck.

That’s three missions:

1. Suck passionately: To learn about the real tonic power of the pursuit of our passions, to see how our brains aren’t built for monomania, but for a full-spectrum life.

2. Suck unproductively: To investigate the special quality that studied irrelevance can have in our own lives, especially during times when the world would seem to be suggesting that we should only be focusing on what’s making us miserable.

3. Suck communally: To hear stories about sucking at something, and to start sharing your own.

My conditioning for sucking started before I learned to surf and comes as the benefit of a lifelong love and professional devotion of being a dilettante. As an editor, I rely on the expertise of others to deliver deep dives into subjects that I midwife into books. As a publisher, I launch those books into the world. The privilege of getting intimate with some of the greatest minds never grows old. Along the way, I’ve learned a little about a lot of different subjects. I get to be a skipping stone on the surface of life’s mysteries. It wouldn’t be too farfetched to say that sucking at things is my profession.

Curiosity and greed for learning keep me vigilant for the new insight, adventure, aha moment, and because of what I do for a living, I get to have them every day. This book is the happy mishmash of what (I hope) I do best, and what I do worst. In these pages, I look to the wonders of science, philosophy, literature, history, and culture, and talk to experts in those fields to help me unpack it all. Surfing and sucking at it is the foundation that keeps me grounded when my mind gets untidy. (Any avocation of your choosing can serve as a similar grounding.) In the end, I hope to shed some light on our experiences and offer some new ways of looking at things. Maybe we’ll even have a jolly good laugh at ourselves.

But before we head out into the waves, I want to explain what got me obsessed with this idea in the first place.

It started with an innocent enough question. My son Rocco was eight years old. At pickup outside of his school, I was chatting with John, another PS 41 parent. “So, how’s Rocco doing at school this year?” he asked.

It was a subject that was never far from my mind. Early in the new school year, we’d already begun the annual investigation into Rocco’s difficulty with fine motor skills and with what we would come to learn as his struggle with sensory perceptions. The problem manifested in all sorts of ways, one being that he couldn’t write with a pen or pencil—at least not in a way that he, let alone anyone else, could decipher. He was supposedly old enough to have mastered readable handwriting and yet the skill eluded him. Typing on a keyboard wasn’t a problem, but writing on paper took such effort that it made schoolwork literally painful for him, and teachers had difficulty evaluating Rocco’s work. It caused enormous frustration for Rocco at homework time. One evening, as we sat at the dining room table trying to slog through his homework, he told me it actually hurt him to write, which in turn interfered with his thinking. We knew Rocco understood what was being asked of him, but putting thoughts through pen to paper stopped him cold. There were often tears.

“Oh, he’s having some trouble with his handwriting,” I told John. Rocco was standing next to me. He wasn’t embarrassed. He knew it as well as anyone. He nodded in agreement. “He’s trying,” I continued, “but writing causes him some stress so homework is difficult for him.”

John didn’t miss a beat. He smiled at my son, pushed his hands deep into his coat pockets, and looked up toward the heavens. “Oh, yeah, Rocco,” he sighed. “It’s so great to suck at something.”

Rocco’s worried expression melted away. He smiled. His face lit up with what I knew was a feeling of recognition and relief, the kind you feel when something old and beloved, something you thought you’d lost, suddenly falls out from deep in your closet and into your hands.

While Rocco didn’t have a choice but to suck at fine motor skills, it was the acceptance of his handicap—and the momentary celebration of it—that gave him the freedom to go forward as he is, not as he thought he should be.

A reflex benefit of this book will be to learn how to stop beating yourself up for sucking at some things you can’t help but suck at. But that’s not the main point. I want to inspire you to find something you love to do—even though you might suck at it—and to do it anyway as a way to joy. To celebrate not excelling as a path to freedom.

Over the last decade, I have found that people will bare their souls when given the opportunity to talk about failing at something important to them. It’s always a beautiful conversation. I hope this book encourages more of us to have these kinds of conversations with one another, to open a door of acceptance that we are all dying to walk through. Ultimately, it is about connection with one another, which can only happen if we first connect with ourselves.

Back to that fateful afternoon when I was picking up my son—it turned out John was right. But way more important than that, Rocco heard him. He still can’t handwrite worth a damn, but ten years later he became valedictorian of his high school graduating class without that skill.
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WAVE 1

My First Wave: An Invitation to Suck

Rule #1:

You have to care about what you suck at, or else it doesn’t count.

Lesson #1:

First times are overrated.

Benefit #1:

You appreciate how hard so many things really are, especially those things the truly talented make look so easy.
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Let’s get things straight from the outset. I didn’t start surfing so I could suck at it; I wasn’t a guru of sucking from the get-go.

Like all delightfully deluded kooks (the surfing term for newbies and shitty surfers), I’d thought, sure, it might be hard at the beginning, but I can do this. I mean, how hard can it be, really? A Darwin Award–winning question if there ever was one.

I’m not ashamed of my early bravado. Frankly, a little bit of delusion is probably a good thing. It’s often the ignition that propels us toward trying something new. But the fuel of delusion burns quickly once we start to realize that the activity in question won’t yield quite so easily to our will. It’s always harder than we thought. How many times have you said that very thing, “Wow—that was harder than I thought.” This alone should be enough to convince us that sucking at something is as inevitable as sunrise on an eastern shore and we would all do well by accepting it as fact. That’s all to say that delusion can only take us so far. It took me to the water’s edge.

Something else had to actually get me wet.

The current trend of “hacking” our brains, our health, our lives, in order to perform better, reach our goals, and be better than our peers, has us all maniacally focused on the win. But we don’t seem to be getting anywhere. We are living in an era of aspirational psychosis, believing in those picture-perfect lives we see on social media and in commercials. How does your life stack up in comparison? Not so great, right? We are bombarded every day with imperatives to strive to have more, be more, be better. It’s the capitalist way. Without something to strive for, what would we spend our money on? But we’re being had. All of this pressure leads to paralysis and makes it harder to start something new. The voice in our head warns us that we might fail, so best not to try.

What might seem like a counterintuitive call to action to suck at something is really the start of a more fulfilling life. I want to push you into your first wave and get you to your feet. But first you have to find the thing you are going to suck at—which brings me to the first rule of sucking: It has to mean something to you. If you don’t love bread, sucking at baking doesn’t count. If making music doesn’t move your soul, then your screechy violin will be for naught. You have to give a shit in order to let go of your desire to excel at it.

If you don’t want it, you’re going to quit. It’s that simple. There’s every single reason to quit: you’re wasting time, you look foolish, you’re not getting measurably better. Wanting to do something you suck at is precisely and perfectly unreasonable. It must be so.

After my first surf lesson, it took me five years to catch a wave. Five years is an absurdly unreasonable amount of time given the task at hand. Five years of practice until I could paddle into, catch, pop-up, turn, and glide along the face of a wave. That is, five years to actually surf.

Surfing, it turns out, was harder than I thought.

Those five years weren’t empty. They were full of failure, full of realization, full of learning. After a while, after I kept trying to do something that I was supposed to give up, I started to shed some other shibboleths of success. I learned to quash some of those pesky myths we carry around that weigh us down as surely as the 168-pound Olo surfboard made of wiliwili wood that Hawaiian kings would ride in the early days of surfing. Let’s put those ancient boards down and pick up some lighter sticks. The idea is to get upright on a wave, not to be a king of Hawaii.

FIRST TIMES ARE OVERRATED

When you try something new, there is going to be the unavoidable first time. People tend to be nostalgic about first times and log away a lot of soft-focus memories. Since politeness dictates that we let people participate in their own mythmaking, we’re generally happy to allow one another fabricated reminiscences. No one calls one another on their bullshit when it comes to origins. First loves, first cars, first jobs. But if we’re honest with ourselves and think lucidly about the first time (for anything), chances are it sucked. Prodigies not included. For the rest of us: That first love broke your heart, that first car was a lemon you had to hot-wire to get started, and that first job was sorting the mail and getting coffee for a boss you hated.

A victimless crime, perhaps. Except that when we’re dishonest with ourselves about our first times, we’re making it harder to see how far we’ve come since then. We’re unnecessarily shorting our own accomplishments. Honesty, in this case, actually magnifies and expands the truth about what we’ve done.

It doesn’t matter how bad a first time was. A key component to sucking at something is acceptance that first times are overrated. This is true even for what comes naturally. Try it. You can do it in private, in your head right now as you read. I’ll go first: If I catalog my epic firsts, they are none too pretty. My first kiss was full of so much saliva that it made me want to vomit. The first time I had sex, I wound up with crabs. My first marriage literally could’ve killed me. The first time I gave birth, I nearly bled out. Still, if I hadn’t kept trying in spite of the fact that I sucked at all of those things, I would never have experienced the most awesome sex of my life and a long marriage (okay, it took until the third time, but you already know I’m a slow learner). My sons are the happy-making result of both of those experiences.

Sucking can be epic and important when it comes to sex, love, marriage, work, birth, death. That means that learning to accept sucking when the stakes are low will ultimately help us when we suck at the big stuff. Practice will give us some muscle memory to deal with it. The stakes are never as low as the first time.

Here are some of my other epic failed firsts: The first time I cooked for a dinner party; the first time I tried going on a trail ride on a horse without a guide; the first time I ordered a meal in French—it was my first day in Paris. I’d moved there after college with little but a misguided fantasy that it would become my home for the rest of my life. I’d been a committed Francophile since middle school, fortified by my language and literature studies in high school and college. I thought I was fluent until I wound up with a plate of grilled kidneys I mistakenly ordered from the menu and ate while gagging because I didn’t want to admit to my incorrect translation.

Have you had the opportunity to try any of those things—and haven’t taken it? Were you afraid of looking dumb? Or of getting the proverbial plate of grilled kidneys?

It’s endless, this list of things that are harder than they seem. And the first time you try, it’ll suck. Be ready for it and forget about laying down tracks to some knee-jerk nostalgia about how mind-blowing that first time was. There’ll be no contribution to that great scrapbook of life. I hope that comes as a relief.

There are some things that you’ll have a harder time avoiding. Have you ever applied for a mortgage to buy a house? If not, then get ready because it is one of the greatest of all-time sucky things to do.

The opposite of delusion isn’t just honesty. It’s self-belief. And self-belief is a far more dependable, and longer-lasting, fuel.

Luckily for me, when I decided to start surfing, I already had some of that self-belief banked.

In the universe of physical endeavors, I was in my comfort zone. I had been physically active my entire life, but when it came to the life of the mind, well, that was where my insecurities resided. They were always there, like sparkly dust motes in a ray of light shining through a living room window, but I had at least learned by adulthood to wave them away when I needed to rise to the occasion.

But sports were second nature. Okay, I couldn’t throw a ball, or run long distances. And yes, it had taken me two years of jumping in front of the bay window of my childhood home—an ersatz mirror in which I could watch my progression—to figure out how to do a spread-eagle, touch-toe jump so I could make the cheerleading squad. But all that jumping made my legs really strong, which helped me to throw a shot put for the track team and beat out girls twice my size. Cheerleading captain–star shot putter: I covered the spectrum by any measure. So, you get the idea: I was strong and determined and confident-ish about it. Surfing would just be another physical endeavor I would practice and get pretty damn good at.

Delusion, pure and simple.

Over the years, I had dabbled in many sports, among them boxing, cycling, weight lifting, running, skiing, horseback riding. I could have pursued any of those with a lifelong passion and I would probably have been better at all of them than I am at surfing. But even as I write, I am aware of the tug of nostalgia about these earlier pursuits. I probably sucked at them too.

THAT BITCH, NOSTALGIA

It’s only relatively recently that we’ve begun to wear rose-colored glasses when looking into the past. Nostalgia was considered a “neurological disease of essentially demonic cause” in the seventeenth century. Coined by Swiss doctor Johannes Hofer in 1688, the word derives from the Greek nostos, which means to return home, and algos, which means sickness. The term was often applied to soldiers who longed for home (who can blame them?), but it was treated as a pathology. Apparently, Swiss soldiers fell prey to it when they heard a certain Swiss milking song. The heartrending nostalgia they felt when they sang the song interfered with their effectiveness as soldiers so much that singing it became punishable by death.

The idea of nostalgia as something positive is a new concept. Studies now show that nostalgia can give us a sense of well-being. It helps us to make meaning of our past—arguably a force for good. It drove Odysseus back to Ithaca, makes Londoners remember the Blitz with fondness, and keeps high school reunion venues flush with paying celebrants. But I think our forebears were onto something. There’s room for a reconsideration of the grass-is-always-greener coloring of nostalgia. Was it really always better then? And if so, where does that leave us now? Current science also cautions against this kind of nostalgia as magical thinking that works against coping mechanisms. And so much of being able to suck at something depends on staying firmly in the present.

Still, you might have to dig into your past to find out what it is you are going to love sucking at.

I started to surf because it terrified me.

I’d grown up with recurring nightmares and dreams about the ocean. They began before I have memory of my age, and continue, in a different form, today.

In the dream version, a giant wave is coming toward me, and instead of wanting to escape it, I surrender to it and become one with its power. Oftentimes, I lie down on the sand and let the wave overtake me. I understand, in my dream-state, that I will be able to breathe underwater if I am held there. I don’t fret about turbulence or what will happen when the wave actually crashes. As it approaches, I am calm, and when it arrives, I accept its power as my own. It is a beautiful dream.

In the nightmare version, a giant wave is coming toward me, the same as in the dream, but there is a wall, cliff, or some kind of structure behind me. I have nowhere to run, even though I have a clear understanding in this sleep vision that I need to get the fuck out of there. But, no luck. I am doomed. In this scenario, I will get hammered and I understand that I can’t breathe underwater. With this awareness comes the certainty that I will die. The surrender and peace of my dream is replaced with panic and terror in my nightmare.

I grew up with these conflicting images dancing in my head. They were there when my family vacationed at the Jersey Shore throughout my childhood. They were there when I swam with my friends as a teenager and panicked when my feet no longer could gain purchase on the sandy ocean bottom. They were there when I found myself walking along the shoreline in Laguna Beach and realized that even though the tide was low, there was a cliff behind me and I didn’t know how fast the tide would come in and what depth it would take on: my nightmare vision in real waking time. They are there still when a wave jacks higher than I expect it to, and I lose my breath with anticipation about what will happen when I dive under to avoid it. They are there when I get caught in a riptide and feel myself being pulled out to sea. They are there when an outside set wave looms on the horizon and I can’t make it up and over the top to the other side. While these oceanic fears may be instinctual and relevant to my life as a surfer, our underlying fears of being overwhelmed apply to anything unknown or unpredictable. For many of us, public speaking is just as terrifying as a jacking wave.

It took me thirty years to overcome this inhibitory fear of the ocean, her waves, and what swims beneath her surface. But the fear is counterbalanced by a compulsion to be near, in, and on her. I am pulled toward the big blue, even though its power and what lives in its depths freak me the fuck out. I’d spent half a lifetime watching surfers with envy. Not by their ability to surf the wave—I’ve already admitted my imbecilic thought that, if I tried, I’d have that covered pretty quickly. I was wowed by their seeming fearlessness to just be out there, even though it’s what I wanted so badly to do.

This isn’t something particular to me. Nor is it particular to me that I first felt the overwhelming need to get to the ocean in my middle age. There’s even some biological basis for seeing the urge as literally rejuvenating: at birth, water makes up around 75 percent of our bodies. That can decrease to between 50 and 60 percent in old age. Surely this march toward desiccation calls our bodies back to the elements.

My particular romance with sucking began with something elemental—in my case, the pull of the ocean, and all of the fear and struggle and challenge to survival it represented. But the form it took was less important than the fact of my compulsion to act on it. All animals experience fear; acting in defiance of it is so much of what makes us human. Nonetheless, the first time we take that action will not be a triumph. It’ll be a tremble.

Hannah Arendt calls action “the one miracle-working faculty of man.” She writes in The Human Condition, “The life span of man running toward death would inevitably carry everything human to ruin and destruction if it were not for the faculty of interrupting it and beginning something new [italics mine], a faculty which is inherent in action like an ever-present reminder that men, though they must die, are not born in order to die, but in order to begin.”

Arendt’s concerns with political and social theory apply to the call to do something new because, as she also writes, “the faculty of action . . . interrupts the inexorable automatic course of daily life.” With that automation comes a complacency that gets us nowhere. It is better to act than to wish that we had.

It is better to suck than not to suck at all.

My first son, Rocco, arrived late in my life. I’d already been married and divorced twice and set out to have a child on my own. As life has taught me over and over again, what I thought would happen and what winds up happening are often two very different sides to the same delusional certainty that we are somehow in control. So, at thirty-seven, I gave birth to my first son and along with new life and the placenta that sustained him, I expelled old fears. Out with the silly neuroses I’d held my entire life . . . and in with more profound ones, such as: how do I protect this child, whom I love more than seems possible, from all of what may cause him harm and heartache? It was a kind of hell on earth, but also divine. A nightmare-dream.

The convolution in my somewhat overwhelmed brain was the condition from which arose my desire to surf. For years I had looked longingly at people riding waves but wouldn’t dare try it myself. Now my old fears receded like the water’s edge before a tidal wave and in rushed the fears that pervade motherhood—along with the nagging one that I would grow old without ever paddling out and going for a wave at least once. I was no longer afraid to give it a go. Frankly, I had bigger things to be afraid of. Suddenly, I was imbued with a certain “fuck yeah” attitude. Ocean nightmares be damned.

I was so serious about a shift toward ocean living (and perhaps so high on my own hormones) that I moved my family from New York City to the Jersey Shore. Never mind that I did no research about what it would cost in life-hours to get from Seaside Park, New Jersey, to Manhattan every day for my job. Clearly, I suck at reality checks as well. I hadn’t even tried surfing yet, but in my commitment to try it, I went all in. And, because life likes to mess with us—especially when we exhibit the kind of cluelessness I subjected myself and my family to—the week I signed up for my first surf lesson, I found out I was pregnant with my second child. The dream would have to wait.

Over three thousand commuting hours later, I was out of shape and overweight and completely out of my mind with exhaustion. But I still wanted to surf, dammit. My kids were now four and two. It was getting late in life for this folly. Still, and finally, on a midsummer morning of my forty-first year, I sheepishly phoned a local surf instructor, and asked for a lesson. When the weather and swell cooperated—wind light and offshore, waves super-small (read: barely there), calm and clean current—he called and said, “Conditions are good. Can you meet me in twenty minutes at Thirteenth Avenue beach?”

My husband, Joel, asked if he could come along, and I begged him to stay home. I couldn’t bear a witness to my self-inflicted humiliation.

When I arrive at the beach, the instructor asks, “Okay, Karen, so . . . do you snowboard?”

“No.”

“Do you skateboard?”

“I’ve tried.”

“Do you water-ski or windsurf?”

“Nope.”

“Okay, then,” he offers gamely, “we’re gonna get you up anyway.”

We wade out into the water with a yellow 10 ' soft-top beginner’s board, resembling more a small flat boat than a surfboard. I lay on top of it, sloppily and awkwardly. There is so much board beneath me that it remains steady even though I am feeling anything but.

At this point on that fateful morning, I am confronted by the irrefutable and humbling reality of what I am to this patient young man: a middle-aged, out-of-shape kook whose only value is that I can afford the hourly fee for a private lesson. I have to fight back the impulse to just call it quits even before I start, but instead I resign myself to try this once and then to forever put this dream aside.

My instructor was a man of his word: before my hour is up, I stand up on my first wave. It was knee-high and slow, a pulse more than a wave. He pushes me into it and yells, “Up! Now!” I practically crawl to my feet, ride the wave straight to shore, and fall off when I don’t know what else to do. The force of the water from falling into the crashing wave dislocated the tenuous hold my breasts had on the bikini top I wore. I bubbled to the surface with it dangling around my neck. Any embarrassment I felt was immediately overcome by stoke. There’s that word, forever connected to surfing at its most pernicious—the purview of the insouciant and inarticulate. “I’m just so stoked, man . . .”

But it rocks, that word. It sounds exactly how it feels. I was so stoked.

I apologize to my instructor for the flash of my breasts—no fun for him, I assure you—and happily pay his fee. I ask him to meet me the same time the next day and I run the half-mile home. (All of a sudden, my old athlete body recovered some muscle memory.)

Those two surf lessons changed the course of my life.

What if I’d never succumbed to a delusion? Things surely would have continued apace—for better and worse, I imagine. I will be forever grateful that I tried something I would never get good at—but I didn’t know that yet.

The fact is, that wasn’t my first wave. Not really. I try not to dress up a past memory with shimmery false qualities or by falling prey to that bitch, nostalgia. In the painfully beautiful novel The Sense of an Ending, Julian Barnes writes, “what you end up remembering isn’t always the same as what you have witnessed.”

That first day was followed by countless others of me trying, and failing, to catch a wave. Joel bought me a 9 ' orange soft-top for my forty-first birthday later that summer and I spent the next two years lugging that monster to the beach where I floundered in the slop with it. Our local surf shop owner, Mike Colombo, wouldn’t even sell us a real board. He told me, “As a beginner who is also the mother of two young sons, it would be irresponsible to sell you a fiberglass board. Learn how to handle this foamy in the water and then I’ll sell you a real board.”

Two years later, I bought a 7 '4" “fun-shaped” board that was too narrow and had too much rocker for me (the degree to which the nose of the board curves up). I never scored a wave on that one either. Mike clearly thought I was progressing more quickly than I was. I admit to having had thoughts of giving up, but by this time, I understood a few things, one of which was: I was gonna need a bigger board. And even though Mike was being helpful in directing me to one board or another, it was up to me to find one most appropriate for my skill level.

In most endeavors, the more talented usually can’t wait to tell you what you’re doing wrong or to offer advice—wanted or not. Weirdly, in surfing, few people chime in to give you pointers. They mostly let you go about fucking it up on your own. This has to do with the irrefutable fact that surfers want waves for themselves (this is not a character flaw so much as an innate preservation of something they love too much and get to do so little) so encouraging you to continue is not in their self-interest. A successful surf brand from the ’80s, Gotcha, became popular with a logo that said: If You Don’t Surf, Don’t Start. That about sums up the unspoken surf culture.

So, with no one to tell me what I should be riding, and with nary a wave in my up-until-then sad history of surfing, I bought a plain white 8 ' Blair epoxy board for added float and stability, which would become a kind of mysto board in my quiver. (Translation: a board in my collection that I return to again and again because its mysterious special qualities help me catch some of my best waves.)

My real first wave happened five years after the summer I took that first surf lesson. It took five years of getting rolled and roughed up, of paddling out alone; years of riding on the inside, where the force of the white water from a breaking wave pushes you jerkily to shore. This is the kind of surfing you see in surf camps for first-timers. Fun enough at first, it gets to be a drag after a while. It’s exhausting to keep fighting the white water while hanging onto your board on the inside as opposed to sitting on your board in the calmer waters of the lineup, enjoying the ocean as you wait for a wave to roll through. Besides, it isn’t surfing. It’s something else not worth naming. There were years where my family watched me, shaking their heads. My father—who at eighty-eight still comes to dinner every Saturday—would stand on the beach and witness my struggle. He’d ask, “Why do you keep trying?”

NEW THINGS

What was it that kept me at it for five long years?

I didn’t have a great answer for my dad at the time.

Part of what kept me going was that I felt I had accomplished something by the sheer fact that I’d overcome my fear of the ocean, at least enough to get into it, often alone, and for hours at a time. To get into it with a board and to try to surf seemed heroic. But that is attaching a sense of accomplishment that I didn’t actually feel.

I felt something else. It always felt new. Each time I paddled out, I felt a frisson of being somewhere I’d never been before and doing something I shouldn’t be doing. That had something to do with the activity itself, where the conditions are never the same as they were even half an hour earlier or would be fifteen minutes later. The wind switched or kicked up, the swell grew or died out, the tide was coming in or going out. There are countless factors contributing to the shifting conditions. The novelty reestablishes itself, over and over. The waves never form the same way twice. This sense of newness is something surfing has in spades.

Novelty is so powerful, and it’s not as subjective as you might assume. It’s not just in the eye of the beholder.

Mammalian brains are wired to search for new environments—it’s what keeps foraging species from starving to death. Think about taking your dog for a walk. Is it different—is he different—when you take him on that typical morning walk around the block, and when you take him on that extralong weekend hike? Is he especially keyed up and crazy on that hike? Does he get so excited that he exhausts himself? He’s driven to seek out the new. The only thing holding him back is his leash and that nap that he so desperately needs.

We’ve known for a long time now that learning something new activates a variety of neural responses, many of which are beneficial beyond the behavior memory pigeonhole. Novelty can improve the mind as a whole.

This curiosity, or drive for novelty, also has a positive effect on longevity in humans; it helps maintain a healthy central nervous system. Studies show that more curious senior citizens actually outlive their less curious peers. New tricks are exactly what an old dog needs.

Even the anticipation of novelty can increase dopamine, the powerful neurotransmitter that makes us swoon as we fall in love, cements our addictions, and, according to behavioral neuroscientist Bethany Brookshire, is what puts the sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll into sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. Even more fundamentally, dopamine is instrumental in our motor functions, which is why a decrease in dopamine is one of the main characteristics of Parkinson’s disease. The complexity of dopamine makes it impossible to qualify it as a necessarily good thing or a bad thing—it’s also what we feel when we gamble or do meth—but one thing is for sure, when we get a hit of it, it feels good and we want more of it.

If a longer life and a dopamine high aren’t enough of a reason to start something new, there is the more ornery benefit that when you suck at something, no one asks any favors of you when you’re doing it. People will give you space. I promise. Sucking doesn’t attract a crowd.

In those heady years of raising my children and forging ahead in my career, surfing was the one thing I did regularly that I didn’t have to succeed at. It was the one space in my life where the expectations were low enough I could take full and solo ownership of them. No one bothered to ask me to get better at surfing. They knew they’d get nothing from it. Instead, I got to control my own pace. Surfing—sucking—was my domain.

[image: Image]

MY REAL FIRST WAVE was really my upteen-hundred and fifty-somethingth wave and I wasn’t even supposed to be in the water. I’d sprained my wrist and the inflammation was acute enough that I couldn’t pick up anything with my right hand. My doctor told me to stay out of the water so I could rest it. I asked for an alternate solution, but he just shook his head. (Ignoring doctors’ warnings will become a refrain in these chapters.)

Since staying out of the water really wasn’t on the table—it was a beautiful day, the waves were clean and well formed, my son-in-law, Christopher, whom I adore and don’t get to surf with nearly enough, was heading out for a session—a resourceful friend gave me a work-around. At his suggestion, I wrapped my wrist and hand in an ace bandage and then covered the ace with gaffer’s tape, creating a waterproof seal. My right hand and wrist became a shiny gray-taped club. I carried my board on my left side to the beach and I paddled out with a splish-clump, splish-clump, splish-clump, clawing my way to the lineup.
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