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“Margie helped me make all kinds of moves. If you want to know how, it’s in this book. Read it!”

—TIFFANY HADDISH, comedienne, author, and actress (Girls Trip, Like a Boss)

F*ck Your Comfort Zone

Take a Risk and Become the Lead in Your Own Life

Margie Haber

Hollywood’s #1 Acting Coach






PRAISE FOR F*CK YOUR COMFORT ZONE



“No one wants to be around or watch someone who is ‘perfect.’ And none of us are. So, f—it! Margie pushes you to bring your authentic, messy, odd, beautiful self to everything you do. Even though this book’s title is swearing at you, take these words to heart.”

—JOHNNO WILSON,

actor and comedian (Raven’s Home, Curb Your Enthusiasm)

“You know how when you’re uncomfortable you immediately insult yourself or your intelligence to break the tension? It sucks, right? I know! Margie taught me how to cut that shit out, step into myself, and stop giving away my power. And she can teach you too! God, this quote probably sucked… psych, it’s perfect!”

—DAN NUFER,

actor (Let’s Make a Movie)

“I’ve had a number of coaches during my time in La La Land. Margie was the first one to teach me how to wield my creative life like a superpower.”

—TERRELL BATTLE,

actor (Black-ish, The Good Doctor, Killing It)

“Early on I had a lot of fears that stopped me. I remember auditioning for a musical, The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. I handed the sheet music to the pianist, walked out onstage, and when I opened my mouth to sing, no sound came out. Again, the pianist played the intro, and again, no sound came out. I left the stage knowing that I had to learn how to manage myself in spite of my fears. I wish F*ck Your Comfort Zone had been written back then. I could have saved myself a lot of anguish and time in therapy.”

—TIM BAGLEY,

actor (Will & Grace, Grace and Frankie)

“An extraordinary piece of work—relevant, timely, and hopeful!”

—ZAIN VERJEE,

founder and CEO, Zain Verjee Group, and former CNN anchor

“I felt so stuck trying to be ‘right’ and ‘perfect’ all the time that I forgot how to be creative. This book is a game-changer! F*ck Your Comfort Zone immediately!”

—GINA BRAMHILL,

actress (Sherlock, Us, Endeavour)

“I had a hate-hate relationship with auditions. Margie helped me learn how to love the process, f*ck my comfort zone, and swim in the wonderful messiness of life.”

—MARQUE RICHARDSON,

actor (Dear White People, Antebellum)

“Margie taught me to say ‘fuck it’ and ‘love yourself.’ Wake up, everyone! You, too, can find joy. Read this transformative book.”

—KANDISS EDMUNDSON,

actress (Bosch)

“I’ve spent most of my life taking risks: traveling the world for authentic street food, opening and sometimes closing restaurants, writing cookbooks, and pioneering one of Food Network’s first cooking shows, and I’ve loved all of it! Margie’s book is a great reminder to reach for your dreams and enjoy the journey!”

—SUSAN FENIGER,

celebrity chef, restaurateur, cookbook author, and activist

“I spent much of my life fearful that I wouldn’t be liked if I showed the ‘real’ me. It’s so freeing to accept that I’m fine as I am, especially as a TV journalist and interviewer. Reading Margie’s insightful book reinforced how imperative it is to free yourself and be in the moment.”

—SUSAN NEISLOSS,

president, Big Bite Films

“My mind was swirling constantly: Look this way. Cry this way. Anger this way. Love this way. Act this way. Then I met Margie. Now, it’s: Create the life. Live the life. Give that Critical Parent a hug, then tell ’em to shut the f*ck up. It’s time to play! Wait till you read this book.”

—JACK PERRY,

musician and actor (30 Rock, Ugly Betty)

“Where the f*ck do I begin? Margie is a bolt of lightning who shows her actors how to take risks and have power, especially in their daily lives… with all my heart and honesty, read the f*cking book! I love Margie Haber… end scene.”

—FERN CHAMPION,

casting director (The Police Academy, Naked Gun, Emmy-nominated miniseries Hatfields & McCoys)

“I tried to cover up imperfections and scars, and hid in the corner. Margie gave me the courage to live in the unknown which makes the human experience so beautiful.”

—EUGENIA KUZMINA,

actress (Spy City, Comedy Parlor Live)

“Margie helped me understand what I was capable of on the battlefield as a combat veteran and in the boardroom. A must-read for anyone seeking to understand their potential.”

—JUSTIN WOLFF,

cofounder and CEO, Junk Theory

“Read this book! You, too, can find freedom in letting go!”

—BRANDON SCOTT,

actor (Dead to Me, Goliath)

“This book is exactly what I needed. It reminded me to be brave and take a risk to be vulnerable.”

—ROCHELLE AYTES,

actress (Mistresses, SWAT)

“Margie’s book helped me to let go of my armor and tap into more of my humor and vulnerability.”

—MELANIE NICHOLLS-KING,

actress (The Wire, Your Honor, Little Fires Everywhere)

“If I had stayed in my comfort zone, I would not have successful careers in music and art. Margie gives you permission to achieve great things. Start with yelling out, ‘F*ck my comfort zone!!’ ”

—BILLY MORRISON,

artist and guitarist for Billy Idol

“Back in the day, while casting the Lord of the Rings trilogy, I learned a valuable lesson. I cannot control the outcome. I can only do my job to the best of my ability and let go of the rest. Margie’s book teaches you just that, and she does it in a supportive and loving way. Inspiring!”

—VICTORIA BURROWS, CSA,

casting director (Lord of the Rings trilogy, Flight, Project Blue Book)

“Margie’s wonderful book helps everyone learn to be empathetic and curious. That is what makes a good storyteller, a good teacher, and… a good human being.”

—ELISSA DOWN,

director (Ivy and Bean, Feel the Beat, The Black Balloon)

“Self-compassion, staying present and curious, and being empathetic can fuel your life with endless happiness and joy. Change your life. Follow Margie out of your comfort zone!”

—ELYSE RESCH,

nutrition therapist and coauthor (Intuitive Eating)

“Margie Haber’s wisdom and insight into the human condition are truly profound. Do you want to learn to embrace discomfort and have fun doing it? Margie’s book will guide you through it.”

—RICHARD GUNN,

actor (Dark Angel, Hemlock Grove, Granite Flats)

“As an actress on the autism spectrum, acting was a means of hiding my differences from the world. Margie’s coaching gave me the courage to embrace all the parts of myself. And then I booked the series! Run, don’t walk, to your bookstore. It is a life changer!”

—SUE ANN PIEN,

actress (As We See It)

“As an NBA coach, I use Margie’s lesson: ‘When you push past your comfort, then you find greatness.’ ”

—LINDSEY HARDING,

head coach, South Sudan basketball program, and former assistant coach, Sacramento Kings

“Powerful… and impacted me in subtle and profound ways.”

—DR. MINDY E. GOLDMAN,

gynecologist and director, Gynecology Center for Cancer Survivors and At-Risk Women, UCSF Health

“An inspiring call to action, helping us all to tell our inner fear and critic to ‘shut the f*ck up.’ ”

—DAKOTA GORMAN,

writer, director, and actress (All About Sex)

“Profound life advice.”

—MICHAEL CORBETT,

producer, writer, and Emmy-winning actor

“After reading the book, I bought a ticket to LA! It was the best decision of my life.”

—ALICE TORRIANI,

actress, author, and screenwriter

“Every hiccup, mistake, or imperfection is a gift in disguise. Margie will help you pick yourself up and try again while reminding you to laugh along the way.”

—KEELIA FLINN,

actress and producer (My Crazy Sex)

“Margie taught me how to use the ‘F’ words—Fall Forward into Fear.”

—TAYLOR CARTER,

actress (Snare)
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For my Supreme, my best friend, Mary Wilson, who spent her life living outside of her comfort zone.

[image: Image]

You touched so many people and lovingly introduced me to a life I may have never had without knowing you.

You are greatly missed.
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INTRODUCTION

I wrote this book during an unprecedented time, the coronavirus pandemic. Our lives have been thrown into chaos. We wear masks, stand six feet apart, and many of us have not experienced the touch of loved ones, nor have we been able to shake hands with strangers. We applaud the people on the front lines—health care workers, journalists, police, firefighters, and all essential workers, who take risks every day to keep us safe. They are our heroes. Now, it’s time for you to become the hero of your own life by removing your facade, embracing your imperfections, and igniting your courage.

In my long career as an acting coach and teacher, I’ve met and worked with thousands of people from diverse walks of life. And I’ve found we have one thing in common. It’s a straightjacket we each wear called our “comfort zone.” It’s where we think we are safe, but it turns out to be a personal prison of our own making. There is nothing that robs a person of happiness and a feeling of power more than existing, day in and day out, in a comfort zone. The comfort zone is predictable, boring, and stagnant. We all can feel that a more invigorating and creative life exists outside of the zone, but the gate guard of fear stops us in our tracks.

Here’s my number one coaching tip:


F*ck Your Comfort Zone.

What has it done for you lately?



You’ve stood on the sidelines, played the extra, served as a stand-in, and disappeared on the third balcony, row LL, seat 119, for far too long. Fuck it! Take risks. It’s time to become the lead in your own life. When you’ve coasted in neutral in any area of your life, professional or personal, a playful “fuck it!” can become your freedom cheer. It always produces a genuine reaction that breaks through our self-imposed restrictions.

We all struggle with the same challenges—whether we’re a Fortune 500 executive, a teacher, contractor, chef, parent, social worker, actor, or any person—to be seen, to be heard, to have meaningful relationships, and to be vulnerable and open.

Every person shares the happiness-destroying gate guard called fear. Fear bites. Fear trips us up. Fear keeps us living small. Fear is an embarrassing thing to admit to as an adult, so we avoid it and languish in our comfort zone straightjackets.

First, this book will help you identify your personal comfort zone. Then, it will give you practical applications to harness your fear and use it for good to increase your power in all capacities: healthier relationships, giving voice to your truth, enjoying your talents and skills, living in the present, and, most importantly, being happy. And, no matter what your ambition or goal in life might be, isn’t happiness the brass ring we all want to grab?

I’ve worked with some big names in Hollywood: Halle Berry, Brad Pitt, Vince Vaughn, Kyle Chandler, Mariska Hargitay, Tiffany Haddish, and countless others. These are people who may exude star quality on the screen and in public, but also share the exact same trepidation and fear as you and me. Success, for each of them, eventually happened because they were curious about their discomfort and willing to live in it, to use their fear to propel them into the unknown. They found immense power and satisfaction while being vulnerable.

In the 1990s, Heather Locklear sat in the corner of my classroom, buried in an oversized sweatshirt, praying I wouldn’t call on her. But when I did, she found her voice and stepped out of hiding, bravely falling forward.

Six days a week, I coach actors, business professionals, writers, day workers, stay-at-home parents, and anyone looking for a way to live more fully and authentically.

The essence of my teaching, and this book, is:


When you start turning your fear into risk-taking energy and stretch out of your comfort zone, you can begin to approach life with empathy and curiosity toward yourself and others. It changes everything.



I’ve witnessed effective and joyful transformations with countless people, and I believe that with each chapter of this book, you’re going to find hope for yourself. Have no fear. It won’t be jarring or overwhelming. Becoming the lead in your life is not a one-time achievement; it’s a steady progression of small victories.

I’m the “small victories” poster child. I’ve been in therapy for more than half of my life. On these pages, I’m even sharing a few of my personal therapy sessions, revealing my own fears and struggles. You’ll also read some in-class experiences with my students and their personal stories, challenges, and breakthroughs. As you’ll soon see, you’re not alone.

F*ck Your Comfort Zone will provide you with a plan to overcome personal obstacles, along with my “Margisms,” which are simple self-guides that you can apply to your life tomorrow and every day—one small victory at a time.

At the end of each chapter are writing exercises specifically designed to help you shatter unhealthy thought patterns, obliterate cycles of behavior that no longer serve you, and replace bad habits with good ones. The odyssey you are about to embark on will be fueled by kindness, especially to yourself.

I encourage you to embrace what is rightfully yours by taking off your comfort zone straightjacket. Open your life to more happiness.

You got this!






1 To Be or Not to Be… in Control
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My life was certainly unpredictable when I accepted a teaching job in Jakarta, Indonesia. Everyone was warning me of the danger, especially as a Jewish American woman who is gay. They freaked me out so much that I even bought a purse with a Canadian symbol on it.

On the first day in Jakarta, forty adults, the majority of them Muslim, entered my classroom. I had taken the risk to be there, so I knew I had to also risk being my true self, Margie Haber.

The first thing I did was tell them who I am. I “outed” myself completely, in all aspects, and they embraced me. There was no scary or dangerous aftermath, only acceptance. I became familiar with Muslim practices and, in turn, embraced them. During our lunch breaks, they would leave for an hour to pray. Being Jewish, I ate pizza.

My first exercise for the class involved taking them back to their childhood to find an object in their bedroom. While their eyes were closed, I heard a terrible sobbing and realized it was coming from a student named Jodie. I asked everyone to open his or her eyes and be present with us while I knelt down to comfort her.

Jodie shared her childhood experience with the class: “When I was six, I was confined in a medical bubble in the hospital due to a very rare disease. I couldn’t be in physical contact with anyone. A thick glass imprisoned me from the rest of the world. Before I entered, my mother gave me a rag doll that I held constantly for five years while in medical confinement.” Jodie, sobbing, continued. “My doll disintegrated after a few years, and I was left with nothing to touch or love in the facility.”

I was heartbroken for her. The other thirty-nine students leaned forward in silent support as I held the young woman in my arms until she was ready to let go. Her willingness to release control and risk being seen for exactly who she was set the tone for the rest of the week in my class. Everyone took at least small steps outside of their neutral, safe existence. They took the chance to release the need to control, and the power in the room was undeniable.

I was sad to hear from another student that, six months later, Jodie died. The debilitating illness of her childhood had taken its toll. However, it lifted my sense of purpose to also find out that her last months on earth were lived with confidence, self-acceptance, and appreciation for what made her unique. It was her courage to be vulnerable that allowed her to trust others and live a life of dignity. Her experience in my class was profound for everyone in the room. I will always be grateful to her, as she reminded me, once again, that we are all the same.

I am a top Hollywood acting coach who teaches actors to open up, let go, and create a more fulfilling life on stage or on camera, and even more important, in real life.

Actors, at any age, are just like all of us. They believe if they can control their results and book jobs, they will be happy. It’s a myth. Control is our nemesis. Control builds a wall. Control protects us from everything, including our own feelings, even joy. And this need to control is a universal theme for human beings. We’ve been led to believe that being in control is the way to a successful and happy life.

How’s it going for you so far?

I thought so.

It’s time to challenge that belief system and find some real joy.

CONTROL DOES ONE THING REALLY WELL: IT GETS IN YOUR WAY

Now, this control thing is sneaky. It hides behind many different masks.

I always thought it was my wife (yes, I have a wife) who was the controlling one. Susan controls the volume on the remote. She drives the car, even if I am in the driver’s seat! At a restaurant, she always has to sit facing the people, leaving me to face the bathroom door. She is a neat freak. I can come home from a day of work only to find that half my clothes in the closet aren’t there anymore. She declutters everything. It’s not unusual to find my hearing aid in the garbage!

But then, I looked closer at myself. It seems there’s more than one control freak living at our address. I freak out if we are five minutes late. I demand to take thousands of pictures of my son, Michael, even though he has forbidden it. I even control how my friends play charades!

CONTROL IS THE ENEMY, STRUCTURE IS THE HERO

Structure is a map, a guide, and a frame that allows us some freedom to be messy inside. What would happen if I applied some structure and dropped the control? Even if I’m ten minutes late, I need to drive like I am early, stay calm, take some breaths, and realize there will be no consequences. Maybe I don’t get to take all the pictures I want of my son. Maybe I can just live in the memory of those moments and ask for one or two that represents our time together. And maybe, just maybe, I can share with others the structure of the game by allowing them to play it their own way. Wow—giving up control is so much less stressful!


POUND FOR POUND, STRUCTURE MEASURES UP

After a year of eating whatever I wanted, I was informed by my jeans that it was time to return to Weight Watchers (now known as WW International), which I had used twenty years earlier to drop weight. Today’s Weight Watchers is a whole different program with many new, complicated (for me, anyway) choices—instead of counting calories, every food is assigned a number of points. There’s so much more room for eating a lot more food. It scared me in the beginning. I didn’t trust it. I controlled everything that I put in my mouth. I stuck to eating only the “zero point” foods. Everyone told me that I could eat the daily chocolate See’s lollipop that I love because it was “only” four points. Four points! That’s a quarter of my allowance for a day!

After my first week on the program, I went to a party for a film that I had worked on. All the drinks and food were free, so I didn’t even think about what I was about to put in my mouth. I was offered a cosmo and took my first sip. Then it occurred to me. Weight Watchers! I nonchalantly placed the drink on a corner table (cosmos are notoriously high in points). All around me were plates of greasy hamburgers, fatty spare ribs, and spicy french fries. I started to panic. Would I lose control? What should I do?

I didn’t need to control it. I only needed some structure. I went home and ate a turkey sandwich with cheese and mustard and sliced apples in place of bread—delicious, and one point! By replacing control with structure, I can have a cosmo as long as I made a conscious decision. I can keep my chocolate lollipop in my daily routine. I can choose to eat steak and not a side of beef. I can eat a baked potato without it dripping in butter and scoops of sour cream. It was a liberating experience to know I can trust my choices within a structure. Every choice was a small victory that came with happiness.


A DREADED SPEECH, SAVED BY STRUCTURE

One afternoon, I got a call from Robert, a top executive at a prestigious bank. “I was told you were the person who could make me a better speaker. I don’t seem to have a knack for it.”

On the first day, when he arrived at my studio, I realized we had a lot of work to do. He was sternly dressed in a pinstripe suit, a skinny tie, and recently polished shoes. It all looked like it came from my father’s closet. Emotionless, with a frown on his face, he pulled out his typed pages and started reciting the speech: the mission of Wells Fargo and how to satisfy customers’ needs. He had every fact listed, accompanied by the most boring slides.

I stopped him halfway through. I suggested we let go of the facts and 90 percent of the slides. He told me that he needed all of it so he could know exactly what he was doing. I asked him to trust me and let go of control.

I had him get up and talk about the things he loved and the people he felt passionate about. At first, he resisted, thinking it was not about the speech, but he went with it. Next, I had him talk about the company and the best day he ever spent there. His stern face softened, and his frown turned upside down. Eventually, I helped him understand that there is no such thing as a “speech.” He could let go of his choices by replacing control with structure. He could frame what he wanted to say but not be controlled by every word. I encouraged him to use this structure to become a messy human being and to trust that his relationship with the audience would guide him.

By the third session, Robert wore a casual shirt. The following week, he exchanged his suit for jeans, a sweater, and a pair of Nike Air sneakers. Later, he dared to replace his Honda with a BMW! It was a huge victory for this courageous young man. Robert left not only as a better communicator but a happier person.


OH GOD, I NEED THIS JOB!

Do you freak out over the interview process? If so, you are not alone. Many people dread it. They spend hours deciding what clothes to wear. Some come up with a biography to memorize. They know every word they are going to say and, therefore, assume they will be in control of the interview. Others spend days researching the company to know precisely what the interviewer wants when they walk into the room. They can’t stop obsessing about how to control the interview in order to land the job.

Believe me, I understand how scary interviews can be. When I wrote my first book, How to Get the Part… Without Falling Apart!, my publisher booked me on CNN and Entertainment Tonight. I was freaking out! I was sure only a handful of people would be watching, but I was scared shitless! I was sitting on a tall stool in a small studio, waiting to be interviewed, when the panic and racing thoughts began. What are they going to ask me? Will I be good? Will I throw up?

I started to get palpitations. I noticed the interviewer looking behind me. I turned around and saw someone holding up a board with questions written in pencil. (That’s how low-budget this show was.) Holy shit! I don’t know any of those answers! I screamed inside my head. I felt faint and couldn’t breathe, but right before I was sure that I was going to pass out, I asked myself, What would Margie Haber do?

My answer was, Margie would let go of control by putting the attention on the other person.

So, I looked at this interviewer who was putting on ruby lipstick, using the camera lens as a mirror. It was then that it came to me. She needs my help! I started feeling empathetic and shifted the attention from my concerns to help her have a good interview. Within that structure, all my fear and my need to control dissipated. I was able to communicate and enjoy the interview. What a relief!


Success is a beast. And it actually puts the emphasis on the wrong thing. You get away with more instead of looking in.

—Brad Pitt, actor and film producer
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MISTAKES ARE YOUR FRIENDS

Mistakes take you off autopilot and make you human. Ironically, we are all terrified of making a mistake, but it is our mistakes that allow us to grow, be creative, and be happy. It’s our imperfections that are fascinating. Perfectionism is contagious and a soul-crushing pursuit. Our society rewards us for our achievements but does it ever reward us for the journey? We have a compulsive need to achieve our goals. Devastation occurs when we don’t get it right. Actors are always striving for perfection. They are not happy unless they have every word memorized, every moment controlled by what they think the casting director wants. So, they walk into the audition afraid of being imperfect, and by doing so, they rob themselves of their greatest strengths—the flaws that make them human. That is their magic, which is the crack of their creativity.


Aidan Whytock’s Story—Stuttering with Freedom

I started stammering at five years old. It had a huge impact on my confidence. Sadly and obviously, bullying came part and parcel with it. I’ve been picked on, ganged up on, hit, and beaten. I withdrew. I avoided any situation where things could go wrong.

Stuttering is the reason I got into acting. At boarding school, they were auditioning for the school play. The idea of being on stage appealed to me, but the possibility of stammering in front of an audience was paralyzing. My dear old dad, the wise man that he is, encouraged me to face my fears. I auditioned and got the part. I rehearsed my one line (I believe the line was, “Yes, it’s over there.”) for weeks. Finally, the night of the show arrived. I still recall standing in the wings. The moment was upon me: I walked out onto the stage, waited for my cue, and hit the line. The audience erupted in laughter, but this time, not at me—with me. My line was the punch line of the gag. Never have I felt so alive.

The fear of stammering in casting sessions was petrifying. I’ve learned ways around it, but it has been stressful and exhausting.

Then I started working with Margie, who told me that she wanted me to stutter in class. She didn’t want me to control it, quite the opposite. I had to use the words that were written, not replace them with words that were easier for me to say.

“You can be imperfect,” Margie reminded me. “We all are. Fifty percent of stuttering is the fear that you will stutter. Give yourself permission, and it will relieve the pressure.” For the first time in my life, I was free from controlling the way I talked. Imperfection is liberating!



YOU WERE BORN PERFECT. YOU DON’T HAVE TO STRIVE FOR IT

A theatrical manager called me to see if I could work with a young boy who was cast in the Broadway production of Les Misérables. At my studio, his mother warned him while straightening out his tie and combing his hair: “Remember to shake Mrs. Haber’s hand. Be polite and listen.”

The seven-year-old boy stretched out his hand to shake mine, saying, “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

Instead of taking his hand, I pulled him onto my lap and tickled him until he laughed so hard that it released his playfulness. The iron grip of control and the pressure to be a good little boy dropped away. After one session, he was full of wide-eyed curiosity and enthusiasm. His real self came to life… and so did the role he played on stage. It was a victory.

When I was a little kid, I easily went from playing a cowgirl like Dale Evans (Roy Rogers’s partner) and eating cans of cold beans, all suited up with my six-shooters, to just hanging out with my sisters and my beautiful mom, while she was laying in the hammock. I wasn’t trying to control the moment or determine the future. I was free to laugh, cry, sing, and dance. I only lived in the present.

We can let go of control when we stop thinking about ourselves.

RELATIONSHIP OVERCOMES FEAR

My good friend Neil’s memorial service in 2014 was at UCLA in a theater that held a thousand people. He was a well-known and loved agent who died of ALS. Five people were asked to speak at his service, and I was one of them. I accepted, but regretted that decision every second before the memorial. I spent endless, sleepless nights writing and rewriting the speech. I am always terrified of not living up to what is expected of me and afraid that I will not do a great job. When the memorial service began, I sacrificed being in the now, listening to other eulogies and enjoying the process, as I sat rereading the words of my speech over and over. When it was my turn, I climbed the stairs of the stage as if I were going to my execution. I felt I had to be perfect, or else I would disappoint everyone and embarrass myself. There was a moment where I thought my best move would be to turn around and escape, but when I heard my name, I timidly appeared on stage. On the screen behind me was a video of Neil in his wheelchair, laughing as he told one of his hilarious jokes. At that moment, I looked at him and said, “This is for you, my friend.” I turned around, facing the standing-room-only crowd. I felt my power surging back. Letting go of control and making my relationship with Neil more important than my fear saved the day.


Haddis Tadesse’s Story—My Pursuit of Excellence

Those who know me well will attest to my commitment to excellence in my professional and personal life. And it’s in applying that same commitment to explore acting that led me to Margie, at the recommendation of those I admire in the industry.

For well over twenty years, I have been shaped by my career in the political and development space and highly value the currency of success in a capricious global environment. I am trained and excel at making decisions fast, with great conviction, and do so consistently. I applied the tools and approaches that served me well in this new acting endeavor. I came into each coaching session with Margie having prepared thoroughly, making sure everything was planned to perfection. But here, in this new world, in front of cameras and an industry giant looking over me, I was completely out of my element and experienced a new challenge.

Session after session, I came prepared, yet I still felt inadequate. I wanted to be in total control. I had the erroneous belief that my approach in the corporate world of accepting nothing less than perfection would serve me. One day in the middle of class, in front of everyone, something foreign to me occurred. Despite my greatest attempts to hide it, I broke down at the possibility of failure and disappointment.

It is in these crucial moments that great coaches recognize and maximize such teachable moments. Margie dropped everything and fully consumed herself in the moment. She listened thoughtfully to how I felt and why, asked honest questions, and started to guide me into sharing why I was so afraid of being less than perfect.

I realized that demanding perfection could also bring unhappiness. I learned to embrace imperfections. Being perfect isn’t the goal. Now that I am slowly getting back to my love for the arts, the experience with Margie was inspiring. I went to Margie to satisfy my curiosity about acting but came out having also gained meaningful life lessons. It is okay to be vulnerable and to let go of control. After all, it is so human.

—Haddis D. Tadesse, Director, Ethiopia, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation




Perfection is not just about control. It’s also about letting go. Surprise yourself so you can surprise the audience.

—Thomas Leroy, fictional character in the movie Black Swan, screenplay by Mark Heyman, John McLaughlin, and Andres Heinz
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MARGISM: F*CK PERFECTIONISM

Instead of striving for perfection, strive for flexibility. The mindset of flexibility allows us to live in the unknown. We can release control in the flexibility provided by structure. So many beautiful surprises can fill us up in our journey when we take the chance to accept that being human means being imperfect.


	Instead of being afraid of living in the unknown, I live in it.

	Instead of striving for perfection, I embrace imperfections.

	Instead of freaking out that I may make mistakes, I remind myself that mistakes are my friends.
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I’ve been absolutely terrified every minute of my life—and I’ve never let it keep me from doing a single thing I wanted to do.

—Georgia O’Keeffe, artist




Studio Focus: Conversations from the Classroom

STUMBLING INTO SOMETHING BEAUTIFUL

INT. CLASSROOM—DAY

MARGIE speaks to Adam, who’s just finished reading a cold slice (scene) from The Morning Show.

MARGIE

So, Adam, there are different ways of controlling and different ways of letting go of control. Let’s say you go into the audition knowing what you want to do, but then something happens—the phrasing goes off or you don’t remember your line. And panic occurs, so you close off to protect yourself. When you and I were just talking, you were “light” about it, and it made you more vulnerable; it brightened you up. What’s interesting to me is the way we can release control. One of the beautiful ways is with joy. When you were talking right now, you were releasing it with joy, but when you were doing the slice, you fell back into your bad habit. That’s what humans do. Did you feel angry with yourself?

ADAM

I felt like I was just stumbling through it.

MARGIE

But when you were stumbling through it, what was your experience of it?

ADAM

Well, it wasn’t joy—

MARGIE

Exactly!

The class laughs with her.

So, what’s the opposite of joy?

ADAM

In a cowering tone.

Not joy—

MARGIE

Not joy.

She turns to the class.

What’s a good opposite word for joy?

Margie, repeating suggestions from the group—

Frustration. Misery. Despair.

Angry, negative—so, what happens, Adam, is that even now when you say, “I can tell you it wasn’t joy,” you were joyful! It was a beautiful mask. Yet, even masks can have some vulnerability. The mask you used during the slice was not joyful and did not allow you to be vulnerable.

ADAM

That’s a light-bulb moment for me. I am so afraid to catch myself acting. I wanted to feel my way through the whole thing so it would be authentic.

MARGIE

So, what could you do when that happens?

ADAM

I could just let it go and play with what’s happening in the moment. Stumble around in a place of happiness instead of a place of “What the fuck is going on here.”

MARGIE

Enjoy the stumble. You’re going to stumble. In life, we stumble all the time. And for whatever reason, we have this erroneous belief that stumbling is bad. Until we can get into our soul that stumbling actually propels us into something beautiful, we’re always going to keep that desire to control so that we feel we’re doing a good thing. And it’s tough.




People call these things imperfections, but they’re not. Ah, that’s the good stuff.

—Sean Maguire, fictional character in the movie Good Will Hunting; screenplay by Matt Damon and Ben Affleck



FORGET THE SUPERSIZE, SMALL VICTORIES RULE!

A flag doesn’t reach the top of a steel pole with one swift pull of the rope. You are the flag, and the rope on the pulley is your journey. The rope must drop lower and descend temporarily to raise the flag higher and then higher. There is no upward movement without the opposite. We have times of setbacks, introspection, and reassessing the person we are becoming. It’s how we learn and change through small victories that give us more insight and confidence to become the lead in our individual lives. Eventually, you will get there.


* Letting Go [image: ]


REROUTE YOUR LIFE MAP

The only way to remove control from your life is to let go. I can’t control everyone’s life. I can’t even control my own. We can only do the best we can and let the universe take over from there. It’s acceptance that frees us.

I had a plan in place for what my life was going to be. I had decided that I would marry, be a mother of three bright children, a famous actress and singer, and I would live happily ever after.

I was hanging on to that life plan and was totally controlled by it. Then, in my early twenties, when I understood that I am a gay woman, I was horrified that I wasn’t going to have the picture-perfect image I had created.

I went to a fabulous therapist, Betty Berzon, who asked me to describe the picture I saw in my head. I described it all, including a house with a picket fence and a successful husband.

She didn’t see a problem with my vision. Instead, she made me understand that I could have that picture if I replaced the husband with a woman (at that time, in the 1970s, there was no such thing as gay marriage). It was like a light bulb went on, and I could see a new, beautiful image of what my future could be with a child and a loved one.

The same was true for my career. When I let go of the picture of being a famous actress and singer, I found this incredible career that I would never have discovered if I had stayed in my controlled vision of success. I truly have the best life because of my willingness to let go. I learned that I could let go and not lose anything.


Studio Focus: Conversations from the Classroom

OH, SHIT! I’M GOING TO CRASH!

INT. CLASSROOM—DAY

MARGIE

So, what’s interesting about control is that when you know you are doing well, and everything is going along smoothly, you feel real confident and cool. But when things are going badly, you feel you have to control it. Then, the control injures you. It becomes a vicious cycle. So, it feels like it’s a matter of life and death, instead of letting go and saying: “Well, I screwed up, but so what? I’m going to have fun with it.” It’s not heart surgery; it’s only human behavior.

R.D., when you think you are in control, do you actually feel that you are out of control?

R.D.

I mean, I have my entire life. I definitely think I have to get back on that road.

MARGIE

And what will happen if you are not on that road?

R.D.

I’m going to crash.

MARGIE

You are going to crash. And that is terrifying.

R.D.

Yes, I am terrified of that crash.

MARGIE

Here’s the truth. We are all terrified of crashing. But what is fascinating is that when you do crash, you survive. We just don’t believe it. Our worry isn’t anything more than a bad habit. We believe that if we keep control of our lives, we will be all right. But when things go wrong, you have to know it’s just an opportunity to learn, forgive yourself, and have fun with it.




Ernest Hemingway gave this advice to an aspiring writer: “Out of every ten stories I write, only one is any good and I throw the other nine away.”



I’M HAVING A HEART ATTACK. OR IS IT A PANIC ATTACK?

I adopted my son, Michael. It was the most wonderful time of my life and the most frightening. I had to do it all on my own. I had no partner at that time and couldn’t use the usual channels to adopt a baby.

I placed ads in many newspapers throughout the United States, installed a red phone, and waited for the calls.

A seventeen-year-old girl, who said she didn’t want her mother to raise her child, seemed like the perfect match. We agreed to have her come out to California until she delivered the baby. I kept telling everyone I knew that I was in total control. It was exciting, and I didn’t want to look at my fear. Then, a week before the birth mother’s arrival in Los Angeles, I woke up with shortness of breath. I was hyperventilating and got very dizzy. I tried to walk, but the world started spinning. I couldn’t see objects in my peripheral vision. I felt tingling and tightening in my chest and pain going down my arm. Nausea came over me as I started sweating profusely and dry heaving. I couldn’t breathe.

Somehow, I made it to my phone and called my doctor. She thought it sounded more like a panic attack. She had me breathe into a brown paper bag to regulate my breath and then to visualize calm ocean waves. I started to come back to myself.

After that episode, I went to the UCLA Anxiety Disorders Clinic and learned what caused my panic attack. I was so afraid to be out of control with this big life change of becoming a mom that I was holding on too tight to the ledge. I was too afraid to let go. For a year, I had to learn to let myself have panic attacks. I had to prove that I would survive through the temporary discomfort. As I let go of controlling them, they became less frequent and less intense. It was the “letting go” that freed me from my terror.


It feels like I’ve been thrown down a chute. I’m careening forward, trying not to get too banged up, utterly out of control of my descent, and somewhere in the dark, there’s a hole waiting for me to fall through it.

—Laura McBride, author, We Are Called to Rise




Richard Gunn’s Story—Filming Clemency

I found out a little less than a week before filming began that I’d booked a lead in a feature, Clemency, opposite an absolute powerhouse of an actress, Alfre Woodard. I was elated and frankly a bit panicked—how was I supposed to prepare in time? I was to play a deputy warden to Alfre’s warden of a death row prison. Heavy, poignant subject matter—a deeply emotional story. I’d just have to do the best I could with that short time, but being someone who likes to prepare, I was already fearful.

I kept reminding myself that I needed to let go of control, but I didn’t have time to take a breath. I received the shoot schedule. Guess what? First up, a “slice of life” where my character gets into it with Alfre’s character about the way she’s running the prison—quite a heated moment between the two of us in front of other members of the prison staff. This would be my first scene on my very first day.

It was a new set with new people, no rehearsals, and I had to hit the ground in full tilt—hair, makeup, and wardrobe, not to mention signing contracts along with other bureaucratic endeavors that can be really distracting. Compartmentalization is a key skill here. So, I get up well before dawn—fortunately, I left two and a half hours in advance—Los Angeles traffic can be devastating, and being late just is another control issue for me

Then began the wait in my trailer until I was called to set. I admit, at this point, fear is taking over. I’m biting my nails while going over my lines. Hydrating. Mulling over the future that was very soon to come. Flashing through my mind were fearful questions. What will Alfre be like? How about the others? What does the set even look like? I needed some answers to find some way of being in control.

A knock on my door, and a pleasant PA said, “Mr. Gunn, are you ready to head to set?”

Ready? Seriously? We were filming in an actual prison near downtown Los Angeles—defunct, but the energy in the place was palpable, crushing. After arriving on set, I met the talented star Alfre Woodard—professional, gracious, and just as powerful in real life as she is on-screen. My god, this woman has presence, and I’m about to go up against her. (So, I have a professional crush on her—so what?) At this point, I’m thinking I’d be happy just to hold my own. We sit down, run through the scene, feeling out the blocking, and so on, and… we’re off.

Looking back on this, I realize that anxiety, that fear bubbling in my veins, was a gift. A gift to accept—a yes, thank you—to be used, pulled in, and harnessed into the duality of the character and myself. But I was so busy trying to shove it down, “be confident,” that I missed much of the joyful experience.

I scolded myself. You have nothing to fear. But the fear just belly laughed in my face. It was about being perfect, about getting it right that was getting in my way. I would so like to go back and revel in that fear. It was indeed a gift—a magical gift, ripe for the plucking, but my grip was holding it too tight.

My new mantra: Fear is my best friend. Just let go.




When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.

—Lao Tzu, Chinese philosopher and founder of Taoism




[image: ] Right Is Wrong [image: ]


THE FREEWAY WAS A GHOST TOWN

What is it about human beings that we think being right will make us happy? Right is another way to control a conversation and win. Is winning worth it? I know even in the littlest things, I love to be right. As I stated before, I am a control freak when it comes to time. I have to be on time, or I feel out of control. The combination of wanting to be right and being on time can be problematic. I remember one incident, in 1969, when my best friend, Mary Wilson, was in New York City. She was in a group called the Supremes. They were Motown’s number one female group with many hit songs and international fame.

The group was scheduled to perform at the Westbury Music Fair (now known as the NYCB Theatre at Westbury) on Long Island, and we needed to drive from Manhattan on a Friday to get there. Anyone who lives in New York City knows how insane traffic can be going to Long Island. I was from there, so I knew it would take forever if we left after 2:00 p.m. When I was with Mary and the rest of the group the night before, I suggested they leave early the next day to avoid the gridlock. Diana Ross disagreed and we proceeded to leave much later that day.

In the limo on the way to the gig, I am ashamed to admit, I was praying that we would be stuck in bottleneck traffic so I could be right. I did feel “Jewish guilt” in thinking that, but nothing was more important to me than winning. Maybe it was karma or maybe it was a coincidence but, for whatever reason, the freeway was like a ghost town—practically no one was on it. We got to the theater in forty-five minutes. Diana had triumphed! She won. I lost. After that incident, I saw a mirror reflection of myself that I didn’t like. Being right doesn’t look good.

Bad habits are hard to break. Bringing up my son, it was always important to me that he knew I was right and he was wrong. Now he does the same thing to me! It’s like a temporary high. It feels really good for that moment, but it doesn’t last long. When we believe that we are right and the other person is wrong, we ignore our own problems and focus on that person’s problems. Little do we know how destructive that behavior is.
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“Margie helped me make all kinds of moves. If you want to know how, it's in this book. Read it! ”
—TIFFANY HADDISH, comedienne, author, and actress (Girls Trip, Like a Boss)
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