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INTRODUCTION


Life certainly is a radiant ride, with its generous helpings of love, joy, triumph, laughter, adventure, meaning, and all. Yet the joyride just as certainly intermixes worthy servings of wrangles, stumbling blocks, travails, and heartache along the way, doesn’t it? It’s unbelievable when you really stop and think about it. So how do we deal with the hardships and the awkwardness that come with being human?


Conveniently, we human folk have a real, ingrained knack for doing what, on its face, just seems like plain, time-honored good sense. We steer clear of what hurts. We dodge the unpleasant, the disquieting, and the monstrous. See the agreeable, convenient, and risk-free pussycat lying in the warm afternoon sun over there? We’d much rather cozy up to that sweet embodiment of domestication, and feel snug and invulnerable, than face the threatening tiger that the harshness of life can appear as at times. And this all-too-justifiable impulse to veer from the undesirable, whether we do so by pretending it doesn’t exist or by dodging it, inhabits us all. There’s no denying that we all deny. The tricky side of denial is that even though it allays our unease in the short run, over the long haul it can bite us in the rear end and take more away from us than it offers. Lamentably, this unjust exchange often transpires right under our noses and we miss it, leading us to continue wielding the same evasive tactics and getting nowhere or, in many cases, slumping downward.


At the same time, denial can be a first-class friend, giving us the hardiness we need to strive for what we cherish, to take risks and perform acts of heroism, to cope with threats, and to function and thrive day to day. The kernel of navigating denial is to boost the places where denial helps and shrink where it hinders, whenever possible.


Have you ever gone to a carnival or arcade? At many events like these, there is a game called Whac-a-Mole, which is played exactly as it sounds. There are a series of holes, and plastic moles pop up, one after the other. And what is your job? Your role is to bash each mole that pops up over the head with a hammer (albeit a soft one), before the mole descends back into the hole. This game is a pretty apt metaphor for denial, because denial doesn’t just make its home within us. It pops up in a myriad of places, extending to our relationships, the society we dwell in, and the mega big picture of life and death, with its rewards and punishments at every level. Just like the toy moles that emerge, egging us on to take a whack, the doohickeys that distress us, embarrass us, and unsettle us spring up from life’s sundry nooks, and it’s utterly human to want to clobber them back down, filling the holes with concrete afterward.


In fact, to give you a sense of how life is just crawling with denial, let’s stop for a moment and look at how, in a book on denial, I just used a game to illustrate denial, a game that probably requires denial to even work. As a society, we try to protect children from violence, and yet we skip over the obvious fact that at the core of this child’s game is an essentially savage act. As you’ll come to see as we walk through this book together, examples such as this are perplexing, yet understandable, and all too universal among humans. We are an enigmatic lot indeed!


This book explores the manifold spaces where denial pops up, swaying the course of personal wellness, intimate bonds, and social norms over a lifetime. It’s about the imprints denial forms across your own life.


In the past, perhaps you’ve heard that denial is a defense mechanism that is always a sign of psychological dysfunction. That message is not happening here. Contrary to the idea that denial is pathological, this book presents denial as an expression of a perfectly rational desire to avoid pain, one that regrettably often winds up being fruitless or even harmful. Yet that’s only one side of denial’s face. The book also paints denial as a necessity that, on numerous occasions, is an extremely adaptive and healthy response. It gives us the comforts that we need to push through hard times, take risks, and function in daily life without panicking.


This book will take you on a guided tour of the ways we steer clear of unpleasant truths, giving it our all to seek contentment. Our voyage will be a somewhat paradoxical one, as we’ll deal with denial head-on across six different levels of human life. We’ll start from inside our bodies and minds, and move outward from there to our conscious thoughts and feelings, and then to our relationships with others and the situations we navigate. From there, we’ll pan out to the social world we inhabit and beyond this to our life and death. We’ll ponder the ways denial works for us, as well as the ways it reigns over us and bottles us up, keeping us from living the life we’d truly love. There will be plenty of stories and examples to showcase and illuminate what we learn. Throughout the book, at every stop, we’ll pick up practicable solutions and guidance on how we can put an end to wielding denial in ways that work against us and step toward making denial work for us.


Just for the record, if you’ve ever beaten yourself up for being in denial, I really hope you’ll stop. I know that’s a cinch for me to say, and it may very well be pretty tough for you to do, but please try. Trust me, you’re in good company—like, with everyone else on this planet. Denial and avoidance touch us all and often in countless ways. Through my clinical practice, the research I’ve read and conducted, and my experience as an ordinary human being in the world, I witness denial’s profound and far-reaching capacity to both tear down and lift up.


Thankfully, we humans possess an awe-inspiring bravery that enables us to face denial, finding greater tranquility and liberation in the process. On the other hand, denial crucially spurs us on, lending us the pluck and fortitude that we need. As the popular saying goes, “denial ain’t just a river in Egypt.” True, and denial ain’t always a bad thing, either.


This book is chock-full of the latest science on denial, and it also draws from my reflections and extensive clinical experience in this area. Although I designed the book to proceed in order through the various stops on the denial tour, you are welcome to focus on a particular stop sooner if it feels more pressing to you. This is a democratic book, so by all means, follow your gut and explore as you fancy.


If you’re weighing whether this book is for you, good for you. Why spend your time on anything unless it really speaks to you, right? So let me clarify by telling you whom I had in mind when writing it. This book is for anyone who wishes to peek at the spaces where we hesitate to look. It speaks to people who seek a deeper, fuller understanding of how denial affects their lives, how they can recognize and break through denial, how it limits their options for living fully, and how they can hold on to the evasiveness of denial when it serves them well. I’m deeply passionate about this subject and believe in the radical changes that a healthy balance with denial brings, so I’m admittedly keeping my fingers (and toes) crossed that you’ll take this tour with me. Regardless of what you decide, thank you kindly for taking the time to check out this book, and I wish you happiness, love, peacefulness, and a fabulous life.
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IF DENIAL AIN’T JUST A RIVER, THEN WHAT IS IT?


The human mind isn’t a terribly logical or consistent place. Most people, given the choice to face a hideous or terrifying truth or to conveniently avoid it, choose the convenience and peace of normality. That doesn’t make them strong or weak people, or good or bad people. It just makes them people.


—Jim Butcher, Turn Coat


Guille, my delightful husband, took me out to dinner for my birthday. Now ordinarily, we opt for the pure and simple. Still, every now and then, we know how to revel in fine dining too. And for my birthday, Guille went all out. There we were, decked out in dashing duds in one of the most deluxe restaurants in Boston. Just a couple of tables away from us, Bill Belichick, head coach of the New England Patriots, chatted with his partner, whose sparkly dress bedazzled. A discreet legion of refined waitstaff breezed by to sleekly attend to our every need. You get the picture. Clearly, we had dropped anchor at ultra posh land. As we merrily noshed on the colorful, savory assortment of petit courses, I felt a tickle in my stomach. Well, actually, it was more like a twirl.


Huh, what’s that? my brain gently inquired.


Right away, my mind chimed in. Oh, it’s nothing. You’re just fine. It’ll pass!


Then, as the twirl in my body opted not to listen, it graduated to a spiral and a bit of nausea and sluggishness waltzed in to join the ball.


Intelligently piping in again, my brain cautioned, Um, OK, this is weird. We’re not feeling too dandy here. I think you might want to tell Guille.


You would think that I’d listen to this sensible tip-off, considering that Guille is not only the love of my life, but also a physician. For all that, it didn’t stop the clash of wills in my inner monologue from forging ahead as my mind gave a big thumbs-down to that idea.


Nah! Don’t worry about it, my mind reassured. Just sit back a little and try to tune it out. After all, what earthly reason could you have for feeling this way? None. It doesn’t make any logical sense. I bet it’s all in your head, so just relax and enjoy yourself, and this will all go away. You’ll be fine!


So I dutifully followed my mind’s guidance, doing my utmost to brush it all off and swallow the notion that this was nothing more than hogwash. I followed it all the way until the wooziness finally bulldozed me into saying “uncle” and facing the naked truth that I was about to pass out. I hurriedly told Guille that I wasn’t feeling up to par and swiftly excused myself to the restroom. I pretty near made it, but there was a sudden clonk! as the bathroom door high-fived my forehead, and I fell backward, unconscious. I awoke to a worried-stiff waiter, his watchful eyes looking over me. With dogged determination, I got to my feet and started muddling toward the bathroom. Evidently, I was out for just a second or two. Guille materialized in a flash and ushered me into the bathroom, assuring staff that he was a doctor and would give me medical attention. As he put my head down and applied refreshing, cold water to my face, the curtain lifted. Nausea and lightheadedness drifted away, and I was my old self again. Totally A-OK. In fact, I was fine enough to be able to return to the table to round off the meal without a hitch. Even Bill Belichick was none the wiser. My uninvited maladies bid farewell as abruptly as they turned up. Bizarre.


As I gratefully enjoyed my renewed wellness, not to mention the remaining courses of our dinner, Guille pinpointed what transpired. My blood pressure, for some reason, had rapidly dropped. “And if anything like this ever happens again, just bend down and put your head on the table. We were actually in a booth, so you could have laid down there and felt better. Getting up actually made it worse,” he helpfully advised.


Did you hear what he said? my brain asked. You weren’t imagining it at all. And if you hadn’t ignored it, maybe you could have avoided all of this drama.


Yeah, er, sorry about that, my mind gingerly owned up. My mistake—I’ll take your advice next time.


As I played Monday-morning quarterback on what came about that night (and nursed my forehead’s sore bump after that chummy encounter with the bathroom door), I marveled at how I kept downplaying what was going on. Just the same, it wasn’t actually a mystery why I dismissed it all. In truth, the reason is pretty straightforward. Guille and I were having a superb time, scrumptious food surrounded us in a cushy establishment, and I didn’t want anything to monkey with that. I mean, really. Who faints on her husband in a stylish dress at a fancy restaurant, on her birthday, of all days? The night just wasn’t supposed to go that way. It’s too random, and when it came to nipping that inconvenient randomness in the bud, my mind meant business. I reframed it, spun it, minimized it, disregarded it, and avoided it, right up until it landed me on the restaurant floor. What happened?


Denial is what happened, and—I can’t emphasize this too much—we all do it. As a general rule, I’m not inclined to use absolute words like all, none, always, or never, but in a few cases I make an exception, and this is one of them. We all have a hodgepodge of tools we can use to ward off what we’d rather not face. And not only that, the art of escapism is peppered across the layers of human life. As my story makes clear, we can deny what’s within us. But, as I said in the introduction, our talent at shirking the unpleasant fans out much farther, to our very identity, to our relationships with others and our life circumstances, to the society and culture we inhabit, and even to the more solemn issues of life and death. We’ll be taking a guided tour of these layers in the coming chapters, but first, let’s pause and get our bearings on what it is that we’re really talking about here.


WHAT IS DENIAL?


According to Merriam-Webster, we’ve had denial in the English language for hundreds of years, and its definition illustrates the mixed bag of situations we can deny. Here are a few:


       1.  “refusal to acknowledge a person or a thing . . .”


       2.  “self-denial: denial of oneself: a restraint or limitation of one’s own desires or interests”


       3.  “a psychological defense mechanism in which confrontation with a personal problem or with reality is avoided by denying the existence of the problem or reality”


Although the third definition presents denial more pointedly as a psychological defense, as we’ll soon see, the refusal to acknowledge a person or thing, or not allowing yourself to do something you want, can also, arguably, be a means of defending ourselves.


Sigmund Freud, one of the most influential figures in the field of psychiatry, first put forward the image of denial as something we do to steer clear of thoughts that we don’t want to admit to ourselves. Later, his daughter, Anna Freud, who went on to become a notable figure in her own right, was really the one who talked about denial as a psychological defense. She proposed that denial allows us to tweak our understanding of and perspective on an unsettling sphere of life that we’d rather avoid.1 Now, even though I’m not exactly a Freud fan, I have to take my hat off to the Freuds for giving us the language to describe an all-too-human tendency to safeguard ourselves. When it comes to evading the unwanted in life, we humans are experts!


As the notion of denial moved forward in time from the Freuds’ day, it became somewhat more controversial, with psychologists not exactly seeing eye to eye on how widely or narrowly to define it.2 On this tour, we’re going to view denial through a fuller lens in light of the science that points to denial’s complex and multidimensional nature.3


So just how do we dodge the unseemly, exactly? If you’re asking yourself this question right now, I’m there with you! Denial is, indeed, a broad term. In fact, when I think of denial, I envision one of those jumbo umbrellas, the kind that could shelter two people with room to spare for a third. Denial is the massive cover that shields us, and it’s basically a way of turning down the dial (sometimes just barely; at other times, cranked all the way down) on what we don’t want to deal with, either in ourselves, in others, or in the world around us. It’s a suit of armor of sorts, designed to cushion us with protective insulation that gets puffed up or thinned out, depending upon our circumstances.


Yet, even as the strength of our armor changes, I think it’s safe to say that we always have it on to some degree. At a minimum, we always have it at the ready, just in case we need it. And apparently we often do, as we seek out the sanctuary of escapism in all manner of life’s nooks and crannies, from its gaping alcoves to its teeny crevices. Not only that, we possess an array of ways we can climb into these cozy hideouts. So with that in mind, what are some of the specific ways that we turn down the dial on what we don’t want?


METHOD #1 OF TURNING DOWN THE DIAL: OUTRIGHT DENIAL


OK, let’s start with the most straightforward method, where we can flat-out deny what’s what with a “say it ain’t so!” And the ground here is fertile indeed, as there is a bevy of “whats” that we can deny.4 Even on the level of major life issues, the menu of what we can evade is long indeed. Here are just a few examples:


       •  an addiction we can’t bring ourselves to acknowledge


       •  relationship troubles we’d rather not deal with


       •  thoughts and feelings after trauma that we’re frightened to admit


       •  the sinking realization we’d rather not face that we’ve chosen the wrong career


       •  regret we’re too guilt-ridden to admit about having children


       •  the need for help that we’d be ashamed to avow


Farther along the spectrum of facts we can deny, we come to the more day-to-day parts of life. Like that sniffle, tingly dry throat, and cough you’re tending? No, that’s not an impending cold that you have absolutely no time for! It’s merely a case of allergies from the grassy, lush region you inhabit, right? (Never mind that it’s winter and there’s no pollen around.)


So, we can deny a wide range of facts. But if we were to group these into batches, what types of facts do we shirk?


Is it Pressing?


We can admit that there’s an issue, but we deny that it’s pressing or time sensitive. Procrastination is a prototypical illustration of this one. Sometimes the matters we put off are relatively trivial, like getting to the laundry tomorrow. At other times, our procrastination can be a bit more high-stakes. Take Fiona.


Like most of us, Fiona dreams up a whole collection of things she’d rather do than pay her bills. When the bills pile up on her kitchen counter, she pushes them out of her mind. It isn’t until she learns that her delayed bill-paying has led to poor credit that she knows she can’t push paying her bills to another day.


Does It Apply to Me?


We can also recognize an issue, but we tell ourselves that it just doesn’t pertain to us.


Peter is a high-level, hardworking business consultant. Every night, after the stress of a long day, he has several drinks to unwind. When he’s out with friends, he’ll toss back a few more. At times, he wakes up with big blank patches from the night before, and the occasional weekend hangovers haven’t been much fun either.


At his yearly checkup, Peter’s physician cautions him about his drinking and the risks involved. “Sure, maybe I drink a little more than other people do, but most people don’t have my workload. Otherwise, they’d be drinking more!” Peter nervously laughs. “Besides, if you’re saying this could come back to bite me later, that’s not happening. I’ve got this in check. I’m healthy, I’m probably getting promoted to partner, and I have a great life. Don’t worry about me!”


Here we see that Peter is willing to admit that his alcohol use is heavier compared to other people, but he brushes off the idea that possible health problems from his alcohol use are relevant to him.


Am I Responsible for It?


Alternatively, we can admit that a problem exists but deny that we’re responsible for addressing it.


Olive is struggling with depression, and she’s feeling sort of stuck. Her therapist, Dr. Barrett, encourages her to take ownership of making changes that will improve her life and help her to feel better, but Olive denies that this is an issue for her to work out.


“Doc,” Olive says, shaking her head, “I can’t go out with friends, play my guitar, or work out when I’m feeling crummy. My depression won’t let me. Besides, you’re the therapist here. It’s your job to do something and fix me!”


Notice that Olive acknowledges her struggle with depression but places the responsibility for lifting her depression and living a more gratifying life squarely on her therapist’s shoulders, bypassing her pivotal, central part in it all.


Do I Feel It?


At times, we shrink from certain feelings because we believe it’s unacceptable for us to experience them.


At the youthful age of twenty-eight, Malik is already a seasoned combat veteran, serving two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan. Since he came back to civilian life, fearfulness, a foreboding feeling, and sorrow continually follow him. Yet throughout his life and in the military, he got the unmistakable message that men don’t get scared, they don’t feel sad, and they can take charge of anything. Anger? Rage? Fine. He got that memo. But anything resembling fear or heartache? That is definitely not on the menu, and he does his best to fend any of that off. In his view, any man or soldier who feels fear, gets “the blues,” or lets himself get overwhelmed by stuff is, well, just not fit to be either one.


In this example, Malik denies his feelings to himself. But it can go the other way too. We can don a façade, publicly disowning our emotions to others (“I’m doing great, thanks!” with a smile) even as we admit them to ourselves (“Ugh, I’m so miserable right now!”).


Do I Think It?


Just as we can tag particular emotions as off-limits, we can give disconcerting thoughts the same treatment.


Victoria is a thirty-year-old pharmacist who does her utmost to be an open-minded, socially conscious, and caring individual. When she sees a woman in her sixties dressed in short shorts and a midriff-revealing tank top at the gym one day, she mumbles, “Ugh, really! Does she know how old she is? She’s got the body, but it’s still just gross!” A few weeks later, a well-meaning, trusted colleague pulls her aside and talks with her about her treatment of older customers. “Ageist!” Victoria sharply laughs and looks around, biting her lip. “You’re telling me I’m ageist? I mean, thank you for talking to me, but that is utterly untrue. I fully believe that older people are just as capable as younger people and should be able to do whatever they want!”


For Victoria, the idea that she can hold prejudiced attitudes toward older individuals is just too unnerving, so she closes herself off to examining this possibility.


Although there is a medley of facts that we can deny, outright denial is not our only avenue for turning down the dial on what we don’t want. We’ll now look at how we use avoidance.


METHOD #2 OF TURNING DOWN THE DIAL: AVOIDANCE


Another way of eluding the elements of life we’d prefer not to see is to sidestep them—for real. Let’s be honest here; sometimes ignorance is bliss and we just don’t want the straight dope, do we? At times, we simply fancy a cocoon of naïveté, allowing us to protect ourselves from, well, knowing something. Let’s turn to Tilly’s story for a little more illumination.


Tilly is a thirty-seven-year-old administrative assistant at a large financial consulting firm, where a high-powered, frenzied atmosphere reigns. In her hope to earn a promotion, she volunteers to aid one of the firm’s partners, Ms. Myers, serving as her right hand in wooing a financial heavyweight client. With grit and determination, Tilly clocks long hours with little sleep. Unfortunately, those three- to four-hour sleep sessions eventually backfire, giving birth to occasional errors. Tilly is petrified that the firm’s CEO might let her go. On the morning of her performance review meeting, Tilly wakes with a cold dread. I just know they’re going to demote me for those mistakes. Oh dear God, what if they sack me today? Tilly sighs, frozen to her bed. I seriously could not handle that! Pausing, she grips her covers. Ugh! I’m coming down with a baffling, twenty-first-century case of the Black Death. I just can’t handle hearing “you’re fired!” right now.


Although she doesn’t actually know how the CEO will react, Tilly’s choice to stay home shields her from the distressful feelings she dreads having to endure when she returns to work. It allows her to remain in the dark and, as far as she knows, remain among the employed for today, even if her boss gives her the sack tomorrow.5


Much as people tend to dodge facing the downer stuff, we steer clear of the cheery bottom line too. At first glance, that seems sort of peculiar but not when we zoom in on specific examples.6 Have you ever tried to avoid hearing the plot for a movie or the ending of a show you’ve been dying to see? I know I have! And there are plenty of other ways we evade the upbeat:


       •  loved ones who keep mum about an upcoming party to avoid spoiling the surprise for the guest of honor


       •  couples who refuse to see each other in their wedding duds until the big day


       •  expectant parents who don’t want to know the sex of their child until it’s born


       •  eager eyes that swiftly dart away if they accidentally glimpse the end of that page-turner novel


       •  friends who draw out a captivating story to savor that deliciously hair-raising feeling of uncertainty and suspense


So far, we’ve been talking only about how we can steer clear of information, regardless of whether it’s ugly or uplifting. But we’re switch-hitters when it comes to avoidance, allowing us to do more than solely evade facts.7


Warding Off What It Means


We can take in the facts, but deftly veer away from putting them together and drawing broader conclusions about what they may painfully involve.


Erika loves her husband, Luke, deeply. Sadly, she notices that Luke seems uncommonly aloof, spends longer nights at the office, and guards his cell phone to a startling degree. The other night, she caught him texting someone in the middle of the night, but he staunchly denied it, claiming that he was just reading the news. And then, she takes his shirts to the dry cleaner and catches a whiff of someone else’s perfume. It’s probably just a new cologne. He’s working with important people, and he has to impress, she tells herself.


Despite her ability to acknowledge all of these pieces, Erika is unwilling to put them together and entertain the idea of an affair.


Cherry-Picking the Lowdown


Ready for some unwelcome news? Not everything we think is right is factual. Sometimes we nurse beliefs that miss the mark and misguide us. But the mere fact that our beliefs are off track at times doesn’t stop us from stubbornly seeking whatever supports them, all the while pooh-poohing signs that we got it wrong. In other words, we cherry-pick what information we take in and what we toss to back up our own viewpoint. A more technical term for this is “selective exposure.”8


Here’s an illustration of this bias that I like to use with my classes. It’s a fairly well-known stereotype that women are bad drivers, right? It’s also the case that people who hold this view will be far more prone to look for, and ultimately notice, instances of women driving erratically. Supporting examples will seem to pop out at them, as if women are doling out driving goofs galore. And what of those women driving skillfully, or men driving in a grossly incompetent manner? In all likelihood, such counterexamples will either go unnoticed, or they’ll be ripe for the kiss-off as exceptions to the rule: “Sure, maybe she drives well, but most women can’t steer to save their lives!”


To recap, we can step away from what we don’t want to see by avoiding facts themselves, by avoiding what they imply, or by being choosy with what information we look for, preferring to take in what bolsters our ideas and junk the rest.


Intriguingly, there are other methods of turning down the dial that are more like holding warm, fuzzy filters before our eyes, filters that help us migrate through life in a relatively more soothing, convenient, enjoyable way. They help to keep us snug as a bug in a rug—make that a soft, mega-plush rug. We’ll explore two of those methods, self-enhancement and positive reinterpretation, in the following sections.


METHOD #3 OF TURNING DOWN THE DIAL: SELF-ENHANCEMENT


To be sure, the magician David Copperfield is an extraordinarily gifted illusionist, but the human mind’s ability to conjure up perspectives that help us see elements of life in a softer light make him look like an amateur. Here, we’ll pass through three main illusions that we use to embellish and elevate how we experience life.9


Mirror, Mirror on the Wall—I’m Quite Awesome!


The first illusion relates to how we see ourselves compared to other people. Let’s take our personality, for example. If we were really being straight up with ourselves, we’d say that our personality is like a mixed bag of multicolored marbles. No one has an immaculate set. Some of the marbles are bright and lovely. Others are a bit duller with, eh, let’s just say some nicks and a few scuffs. We all have virtues and shortcomings. It’s part of being human!


And if someone asked you to rank your personality against the general population, where would you put yourself? In truth, if you’re like most folks, you’ll say that your temperament is more desirable than most. For example, in one study, 88 percent of people pegged their personality as being better than average.10 The problem is that this cannot be true, as the average is usually in the middle range, around 50 percent. So, only about 50 percent of us can actually have a personality that’s better than average, not 88 percent of us. But then, that’s where positive illusions enter the scene. Even if we don’t happen to be among those with an exceptional personality, we can certainly wend our way through life believing we are!


Don’t Worry—I’ve Got This


The second type of illusion is about control. We certainly want to believe that we are able to wield control over the course of our fate. When I address this topic in class, I’ll point out to my students that even though I say I’ll see them next week, it’s always possible that on the way home I could die in a car accident, through no fault of my own, never to see them again. Shocked faces stare at me, aghast, as if they never considered that my ability to see them next week was even in question, and it could be out of my control. I can always set my watch by those stunned, troubled faces. It’s a human response to look at ourselves as commanding the driver’s seat of life, mostly able to steer the course of our destiny.


I’ll Take My Life Sunny-Side Up, Please


If you could look into a crystal ball that held an image of your future, what do you imagine you’d see? If you’re like the majority of folks, you’ll expect to see a buoyant, rosy image of the years ahead. As a matter of fact, most of us expect to have a shinier future compared to other people, by and large. However, just as most of us can’t have a personality that’s better than 50 percent of people, most of us can’t have a future that’s actually sunnier than the majority of other people. Nevertheless, as we walk forward into the unknown abyss of the future, it’s useful to anticipate one that is full of promise. Just think, if you believed that gloom and unhappiness awaited you, would you conduct yourself differently than if you believed that you were advancing toward joy and fulfillment? I don’t want to speak for you, but personally, I’m betting that you would.


Does any of this mean that you don’t actually have a peachy personality, the ability to choose and influence events in your life, or a smashingly bright future before you? Absolutely not. This could really all be true! It just means that there are more elements in life that are out of our control than we think, and it’s not possible for all of us to have personalities and futures that outrank the ones of most other folks.


All that said, it really doesn’t matter where our personality or life technically ranks. We’re all works in progress, and what’s truly important is that we’re living a life that’s meaningful, enjoyable, and rewarding to us, regardless of how we stack up against others. And if there’s one thing we can control, it’s how we choose to see what happens in life. This brings me to our final tool in our turn-down-the-dial kit.


METHOD #4 OF TURNING DOWN THE DIAL: POSITIVE REINTERPRETATIONS


When we positively reinterpret a situation, we’re essentially throwing a different color light on it.11 Here’s a classic case of “putting a new frame on a picture.”


One spring morning, Lily walks to work wearing lovely new white pants. When a bus splashes headlong into a humongous muddy puddle, bathing Lily in mahogany-colored H2O, she doesn’t stomp her foot and curse her unhappy lot of having to go to work with mud all over her, although this would be an understandable reaction. Instead she thinks about the sheer randomness of it, and the irony that it happened, of all days, when she was wearing new white pants. She envisions how comedic this must have looked and throws back her head in laughter.


The crux of this is that humor wasn’t inherently built into that event. It only became hysterical because of the way Lily framed it in her mind. Her perspective transformed what could have been a highly upsetting moment into an entertaining story to tell her friends.


And it’s not hard to find heaps of other examples in life. Do any of these look familiar? If none of them do, that’s alright. See if you can think of any others that fit your own life.


       •  You look back on a painful time in the past and realize you were glad it happened because you grew in unbelievable ways. It could be an addiction you’re recovering from, an abusive relationship you got out of, or emotional pain from your past that you dealt with.


       •  You face a hefty challenge and remind yourself that you’ve overcome greater ones. Your challenge could be an overwhelming project at work or school, a momentous change in life that you’re tackling, or a personally difficult but aspirational goal you’ve set for yourself, such as finishing a marathon.


       •  You transform a frustrating experience into a more tolerable, if not gratifying, one. An example of this would be getting irritated about being in gridlock traffic, then seeing it as an opportunity to practice a presentation for work or simply reflect on life.


       •  You find that you can’t afford to upgrade your house to something larger, as you’d hoped, but choose to see extraordinary good fortune all around you by appreciating what you have, and the people and things you encounter every day. It might be your partner whom you treasure, giving thanks for having such a special person in your life. Maybe you appreciate your ability to move your body the way you want to, or sleep with a roof over your head. Perhaps you envision the sky and stars as beautiful gifts for you to see.


Of course, there are limits to what positive reframing can do. It won’t magically wipe away stress, anger, sadness, grief, or fear, nor should it. Painful stuff happens in life, plain and simple. We can’t just snap our fingers and, with a reframe, banish the pain of losing a spouse, a friend, or a child. Yet it’s also true that, in many situations, we have room to view events in our life through a fresh, more sublime lens.


Yes, we certainly have diverse byways that we can use to swerve from what fills us with unease. We can outright deny, avoid, self-enhance, or positively reframe. Not only that, we have discrete reasons for steering clear in the first place. Let’s check out three that psychology researchers point to.12


WHY WE TURN DOWN THE DIAL


In this section, we’ll look at three common reasons we turn down the dial on what we don’t want to look at full in the face.


To Tone Down an Upsetting Feeling or Hold On to a Pleasurable One


Did you ever tell your friends not to give away the season finale of your favorite show because you had it recorded at home and were aching to watch it later? Chalk it up to your attempt to savor the fun-filled tension and sense of surprise for yourself. Or remember how Tilly played sick from work? Part of her reason for calling in ill was to spare herself, even for one day, the emotional anguish she anticipated if her boss were to let her go. The long and short of it is that, every so often, we evade what we don’t want to look at to manage our emotions.


To Cling to Viewpoints That We Hold Dear


On occasion, we do not lay eyes on a matter because it would involve altering important beliefs about ourselves, other people, or the world around us. That was true of Erika, the loving wife who couldn’t bring herself to even consider that her husband, Luke, was having an affair. If she were to explore this issue and discover an affair, she might have to let go of her cherished notion that she is in a loyal, dependable marriage and that her husband is true-blue. Or, perhaps like Peter in his response to his doctor’s concern about his alcohol intake, we’ve always believed that we had a handle on our drinking, and so we steer away from taking a good, honest look at how and why we drink. Alternatively, we might depend upon the notion that we can control our fate, unable to grapple with the fact that we’re a bit more vulnerable than we realize.


To Maintain the Status Quo of How We Live


Finally, there are occasions when taking the bull by the horns means we’ll have to make unappealing, inconvenient choices in life or face a consequence that we have absolutely no taste for. To protect ourselves from change, we skip out on dealing with certain hard truths. For example, if we don’t acknowledge that we made the wrong career choice, then we won’t feel bound to make a dramatic about-face. We won’t have to make less than desirable lifestyle changes if we don’t keep that doctor’s appointment and discuss our health. If we hoodwink ourselves that we’re only doing fun, sociable drug use, rather than battling an addiction, we can cushion ourselves from giving up a comforting, albeit destructive, habit.


Thus far we’ve explored a potpourri of ways we run for cover from the undesirable, as well as some of our reasons for doing it. As we edge toward the conclusion of this part of the tour, I hope it’s clear that denial is wide-ranging in the purposes that it serves and the roles that it plays in our lives. Notably, some of these roles are quite useful, even healthful!


WHY TURNING DOWN THE DIAL ISN’T ALWAYS A BAD THING


It’s awfully regrettable that denial gets the bad, pathological rap that it does. True, we can guard and insulate ourselves in ways that are unhealthy and ultimately work against us. Taking time to collect ourselves before reading what we foresee will be a heartbreaking email or letter can lend us the emotional preparation we need, but refusing to ever open it may be a decision we’ll regret later.13 Similarly, if we decide not to go back for the results of our HIV test because we fear the outcome, this is unhelpful, not to mention potentially life-threatening.14 And yet, between 12 and 55 percent of people who take an HIV test do not return for the results.15


Life problems that we won’t deal with or an unworkable relationship that we turn a blind eye to are additional examples.


On the other hand, as I mentioned, it’s equally true that turning down the dial can be helpful and psychologically healthy. It’s an essential facet of life that helps us feel our best and flourish while we’re taking care of the business of living. It lends time to emotionally prepare ourselves before we attend to what distresses us. It paints a challenging matter in hues that offer relief and that help us marshal needed strength as we cope. It hands us a sense of control and the anticipation of a sparkling future, all of which impart a greater sense of security, calm, and spiritedness as we march into the murkiness of an unforeseeable future. Arguably, this emboldens us to make levelheaded decisions and lionhearted changes as we go.


So the long and short of it is that, if I could shout anything about denial through a bullhorn, it would be this:


Don’t ditch denial—just have a healthy relationship with it!


[image: ]


As we journey forward together to the exercises at the end of this chapter, and then on through the varied realms of denial, I’m knocking on wood that you’ll be ready and willing to acknowledge when you’re using denial in a less than healthy manner. Trust me, it won’t mean that you’re flawed, broken, strange, or impaired. The key is to learn when denial is working for us and when it’s not. If it’s useful for you and is furnishing you with a better quality of life, by all means, keep it around! And in those spaces where you find it’s taking more from you than it’s giving, kick it to the curb and pick up another tool. It’s kind of like the joke about the guy who goes into his doctor.


Guy: “Doctor, it hurts when I lift my arm!”


Doctor: “So don’t lift your arm!”


Throughout this book, there’s going to be zero judgment from me in how you turn down the dial. I’m also assuming that you’re an intelligent, competent, well-intentioned person who is capable of making your own decisions and sorting through what feels right for you in your life. I’m going to walk beside you, sorting through the ways denial emerges across our lives and the assorted ways it can elevate or hinder us. To put it another way, I’m going to invite you here and there to try lifting your arm and seeing what happens. Are you ready to move forward? OK, let’s go to the first set of exercises!


[image: ]


EXERCISES


Exercise 1: Getting Clear on Steering Clear


We all have a rich personal history in which we encountered messages about denial, probably saw models of how other people used denial, and had firsthand experiences with using it ourselves. In this exercise, you will have an opportunity to take a clearer look at the origins of your perspective on denial. Please take a separate sheet, paper or digital, and fill in the following sentences. If you can, try not to overthink them. There are no right or wrong answers. Just fill in what feels most truthful for you. If you don’t know how to answer, that’s OK too. In that case, leave it blank and come back to it later.


1.  While I was growing up, if my caregivers had given me instructions on how to use denial, they would have advised me to ________.


2.  Over the course of my life, the kinds of messages about denial that I got from role models, friends, and society at large included ________.


3.  Overall, there was ________ denial in my family. (Pick one of the following to fill in the blank: no, a little, some, a lot of, or total.)


4.  The kinds of denial I tend to use are ________.


5.  If I could wave a magic wand and put myself in denial about anything, it would be ________.


6.  When I think about the times when denial has worked well for me, what comes to mind is ________.


7.  When I think about the times when denial hasn’t worked well for me, what comes to mind is ________.


Exercise 2: Finding Your Purpose


We all have our own reasons for wanting to explore denial and figure out the ways it impairs us, as well as how it lends us a hand. When we’re plugged into our sense of purpose—the “whys” behind what we’re doing—it’s invaluable. Like a guiding star, purpose directs us toward where we’re heading, rather than allowing us to meander off in directions less likely to give us the results we want. This exercise will help you make out your own “whys” and sense of purpose for learning about the role of evasion in your life. Please take a separate sheet and write down your answers to each of the following questions. If the answers don’t come to you right away, that’s fine. Be patient with yourself and take your time. Let the questions percolate over a refreshing walk outside, a soothing bath, a little tea, or some relaxing music. You don’t have to answer them in one day either. Take all the time you need.


1.  What kind of book was I looking for when I came across this one?


2.  When I saw this book, what were my first thoughts?


3.  When I took a look at it, what was it about the book that popped out at me and made me decide to buy it?


4.  When I looked at the list of chapters, which one(s) really hit home for me?


5.  Is there anything going on in my life right now that made me want to read this book? If so, what?


6.  What are the three things I’m most hoping to get out of reading this book? (P.S. If there are more than three things, you’re welcome to list those too!)


7.  When I’m being as honest with myself as I can be, what is my biggest overall hope for what I want my life to look like as a result of reading this book?
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