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To my uncle, Rev. Robert Barone






INTRODUCTION


Don’t aim at success. The more you aim at it and make it a target, the more you are going to miss it.

—Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning



It didn’t rain every day in 1996, but it felt like it did. I was twenty-two, temping for a socially awkward ob-gyn who smoked in his office. I worked in a windowless room, booking surgeries for women at odds with their ovaries. These were the days when you had to call “in” to your answering machine to check your messages. Every hour or so I’d call my own number and wait for the robot to come up empty. For a chain of indistinguishable days, I stepped out of the building at 5:00 p.m., unfolded the umbrella like a damp wing, and huddled beneath it, biting back tears the whole way to the T.

I lived alone in a walk-up on Strathmore Road in Brighton, Massachusetts. I ate watching reruns in front of a TV on a wheeled cart. That’s what comfort was: temporarily staving off hunger under the spell of shows you knew the ending to. Around 9:00 p.m., I’d call home. My mother would pick up the phone, as she did yesterday and would tomorrow. I cried into the phone; she listened in her loving and tireless way. Then I’d go to bed.

A few months earlier, I’d been in the car with my dad after graduation, and as we exited the campus and headed onto the Mass Pike he said, in a jovial way, though I wasn’t feeling jovial, “So? What are you going to do now?”

“I have no idea.” And then I stopped talking because I thought I would cry.

“You’ll be OK,” he said.

Since then, things had flattened out. I experienced a kind of miserable synesthesia, in which life became flavorless, colorless, textureless; I woke up each day inside the sensory deprivation tank of my brain, unsure of where I ended or began. I stood in the kitchen, eating cereal over the sink.

That spring, I had been busy and brimming with potential, my world like a sky crammed with stars: good grades, great friends, a boyfriend. I graduated Phi Beta Kappa, summa cum laude, won a cash grant awarded to the senior with promise of a writing career, moved into a sunny summer sublet with friends.

When summer ended, I was on my own. I invented errands. One Saturday I drove to the Chestnut Hill mall, believing what I needed was a pair of small hoop earrings. I sat in the car, looking at two glaring bits of metal in a box, and felt a nauseating swell of self-loathing. On the way home, sitting at a red light at Cleveland Circle, I realized with numb clarity that there was nothing to look forward to anymore, except that in a few moments the light would turn.

Fear sprouted a fresh green blade: What if this is it? What if I’m never going anywhere and nothing ever happens again?

I’m guessing you’ve been there too.

Maybe you thought you had it together and now find yourself eating straight out of a box, wondering WTF your life even is. Maybe you’re six months out of college, ten years into a marriage, twenty years into a career. You liked it, maybe loved it, and now resent it. You may have suffered large losses, disasters. Or perhaps nothing seemed to happen. When asked how you are, you say you “can’t complain.” And you mean it. You can’t complain. This is life, you think.

I’d been temping for six months or so when I got an informational interview at a then little-known business publication called Inc. magazine. The editor offered me a position as an editorial assistant on the spot. I was afraid—that I wouldn’t know how to do it and thus would fail, that the salary was too low, that I didn’t know anything about business. Though you know how you learn about business? Work at a fucking business magazine. I’d like to leap back right now to 1996, march myself into Inc.’s lovely waterfront offices by my own earlobe, and say, “$18,500 a year? Great. We’ll take it.”

I had the mistaken idea that I was supposed to know what to do, and that I had to know more or be more than I was to do anything of worth. And that I should figure that out first.

One night over the phone, my mother said, “Honey, you don’t plan your life, then live it. You create it by living it. Please take a job, any job.” And so I did. I took a full-time job as an executive assistant at a management consulting firm. I needed the structure, the people, the benefits, the work. And that job, that basic office job, is what ultimately turned my life around and got it moving. Yes, I learned hard skills, soft skills, I learned to do things. But after a year or so, I also felt differently about myself and what I could do. It didn’t matter that I had no interest in management consulting, or that I would leave that job—which I did—and go back to school, and get another job after that. The momentum began the way it always does: By moving. The direction almost didn’t matter.

Nothing Is More Frustrating than Feeling Stuck

I know what it’s like to feel you’ve done everything you were “supposed” to do and yet things aren’t clicking into place. When you know you’re perfectly smart and capable, but your self-confidence acts like a trick knee—sturdy and functional one moment, but can easily give out the next. You can’t point to any one thing that’s wrong either. You may not be stuck stuck, but more like you’ve shifted into neutral, where you’re not secure, but also not moving, and things feel out of your control. And when you ask people in your life what they think, they tell you you’re doing great! So now on top of not feeling great, you feel crazy or ungrateful, or both.

We look to all sorts of remedies to ease this nagging, existential ache. Whether it’s self-care or exercise or volunteering or, well, drinking, which isn’t so bad in moderation (says the person who subscribes to a wine club). Maybe you meditate, do yoga, go for long walks, keep a gratitude journal. All great things! You should totally keep doing them.

But there’s a deeper excavation that can be foundational, and it requires questioning the beliefs we have about what we “should” be doing, and why—and which, at the heart of it all, can be flawed, unhelpful, and actually keep you from feeling like the whole and sovereign person you are. Ideas that contradict themselves, and which women in particular are told to adhere to, like: Be grateful for what you have, but get out of your comfort zone; be compliant and take risks; keep yourself busy and you’ll be indispensable; try new things, but stick with what you know; and my (least) favorite, follow your passion and everything will work out—and you’ll never work again. Ha! That’s funny.

Why You Need This Book—Stat

Whether you’re in a blind panic or nursing an existential ache, even the craving for change causes uncomfortable feelings to arise—you may feel ashamed for wanting more, or something else altogether. Fears and worries swirl around your head like a cloud of gnats and it’s hard to know which to pay attention to and which to bat away. You might be sick to death of the job you have or like it enough to worry that you might never, ever leave. Maybe you want off this runaway train, or you’re trying to get your poky old horse to giddyap. You just know things could be better, but you might not be sure how.

You should know that you’re in very good company. And if you’re wondering what you should do with your life next, rest assured that no one can tell you what you can’t do. But they also can’t tell you what you must do. Not your favorite teacher or coach, a monk or your mom.

The good news: No one knows any better than you do.

The bad news: No one knows any better than you do.

We think we’re supposed to know something by now, but where on earth did we get that idea? Did we think ultimate knowledge would be bequeathed to us with a title change, a degree, a deed to a house? Because as you might have discovered, it’s not.

Fact is, we’ll spend a good part of our lives walking through doorways the way we sometimes walk into the kitchen, forgetting for a moment what we intended to do there and finding something else instead. Something way better. And that’s why the shift you’re dying to make doesn’t start with what passion to chase or what position to apply for; it starts with the recalibration of what freedom really feels like, and a rewiring of the “fears” that the world has told us to have. What this means is not worrying about the “right” move, but discovering what it means to be a sovereign person, to exercise power over your options, decisions, and desires—without being ruled by any of them. To realize that you don’t need to know exactly where you’re headed to start walking, nor do you need permission to do it.

What You’re About to Do

I have a plan for us, and the first order of business, in part 1, is to unsubscribe—from old beliefs and dumb ideas, from patriarchal notions and biases that have been handed down and forced down our throats for too long. We’ll request to be removed—at once!—from this list of agendas and expectations that have been blowing up your inbox since you had dial-up internet. When you do, you free yourself from the tyranny of dopey ideas about where your comfort zone ends (and why it’s totally cool to stay on this side of it); why you don’t have to do things just to say you did them; and why you need not be ashamed of your baggage, which will absolutely fit in the overhead compartment.

Then, in part 2, we uncover—your brilliant skills, your unique perspective, and why what you practice means more than what you happen to be into right now. You’ll rediscover your natural talent for improvisation and the real source of your calling and learn how to make a living without selling your soul. You’ll also identify what it is that makes you indispensable—without having to rely on anyone, ever again.

Part 3 exists because even when you’ve done everything intentionally and well, life will take a hard left when you least expect it. You’ll find out how you can have fun and fulfillment without ultimate control, and why there not only will but should be times when it all gets too boring for words. You’ll explore your commitments to determine which are worth keeping and how to access your best, most brilliant ideas without judgment or criticism. Above all, you’ll discover why you don’t need to be “fixed” to lead a fulfilling life, and how true freedom comes not when things go your way, but when you let things go.

I will not let you so much as once double-text your purpose and then cry when it won’t text back. We’re not doing that. And rather than hit all the tourist sites you’ve visited a zillion times down the how-to highway (self-care, hot baths, mindfulness meditation), we’re going to head off road to places you might not have gone, or maybe not in a long time. We’ll tour holy cities but bail on church; swing by my sister’s wedding, pop into an improv class, even stop by your old office. We’re going to unfollow the asinine advice, the tired dictums, even our passion. Why? Because passion is a dog and it can’t resist a good chase. So let’s give him one.

If you feel you’ve lost the thread on your life or anything resembling motivation, what can help is to actually get lost—and by that I mean immerse yourself in the nonlinear, explore the full dimension of who you are, what you’ve experienced, and all the things you have right in front of you that you might have overlooked. Because a rigid, must-do approach to anything—finding a job, finishing a project, finally doing what you want to do—is actually the problem to begin with.

How to Use This Book

You can, of course, use it however you like. The idea isn’t that you follow it to the letter but let it nudge open the door to potential, curiosity, intuition, and exploration. I’ve packed everything that I thought you might want, need, and enjoy (including gluten-free beef jerky if you like that). And if you don’t, that’s cool—and you may not agree with me on everything that follows either. That’s OK too.

But it’s not just my stories and opinions that matter here. That’s why at the end of each chapter I left room for you to have the last word with prompts for taking your own ideas and stories to the page—not because I’m your English teacher (wait, was I?), but because I know that the act of putting pen to paper is one of the most powerful discovery tools in your arsenal. Maybe you’re a morning pages person. Maybe you’re a WTF are morning pages? person. Doesn’t matter. It helps to get your thoughts out here where you can see them. No one ever has to see what you’ve written. But I’ve led enough workshops with people who didn’t consider themselves writers (financial advisors, sales reps, corporate execs, one woman with a PhD in chemistry) to know what amazing shit can transpire when you’re willing to follow it onto the page.

The goal of this trip will be to show you what you almost already know: That your life is so much bigger, richer, and deeper than a single passion could possibly contain. The more time you spend pining or worrying about what you “should” be doing, the less time you have to enjoy your own rich potential, and the freedom of this very moment—which is the only one that matters.

In the wake of the pandemic, BLM, #metoo, and the 2020 election, hypocrisies and injustices are being exposed and shared like never before. We’re waking up from the conditioning that for years we were told to sleep through. The last things we need are old myths, rules, and standards someone else set for what a good life looks like. And it’s time to reinvent how we go about creating lives of meaning and value. That means it may not look like the picture you drew as a kid. But chances are, it’s better than you imagined.






part one unsubscribe







CHAPTER 1 How to Unsubscribe from Other People’s Agendas



If you drink much from a bottle marked “poison” it is certain to disagree with you sooner or later.

—Lewis Carroll



Once upon a time, we were told what to think, what to do, what to swallow—whether we wanted to or not. Whether we liked it or not. And these things got into our bodies, our digestion, our DNA—ideas about who we were, who we could be, who’s in charge. They grew in and around our very cells, so much so that it became difficult to tell what other people thought and believed from what we did. That’s where influence won over independence, where fear won over freedom. And only by taking a good hard look at what we have swallowed can we begin to find our way out of the sometimes brutal, often well-intentioned, ways of thinking and seeing, and begin to tell the difference between what people want for us and what we want for ourselves.

Your life is not one big leap; it’s a series of steps. Each one is an incremental move that determines your direction, the overall arc. Sometimes you know exactly where you want to go; other times you’re nudged, encouraged, or railroaded. And while some steps are bold and definitive, others are trickier and require a degree of compromise to balance what you want, what others need, and where you draw a line. There’s always a chance to course correct, but you can’t adjust what you can’t see.

Right now you might be at a crossroads, feeling pulled in two different directions, stalled out or stuck or spinning your wheels. Sometimes you’ll take almost any advice, anything to dislodge the fear, worry, hesitation, and in some cases you may even be willing to do what someone else thinks just because it’s better than nothing. Been there. There’s plenty of you-go-girl advice, telling you just to follow your dreams and fuck everyone else. Oh, but if it were only that easy. Easy advice to give, but not easy to execute.

That’s why we’re not going to begin by burning whole cities to the ground here. We begin by questioning what we’ve been told and sold, check our sources. Do a full-on review of all the crap we’ve perhaps unwittingly subscribed to, which has the inbox of our brains teeming with lousy or ill-fitting advice. What have we been listening to, consuming, believing—and why?

So let’s go back to the beginning: To the first time you did something, not because you wanted to, but because you were compelled. Because someone expected you to. You know the moment because it’s where you… paused. Hesitated. Where the world slowed to a heavy tick and the ground started to separate beneath you and you had to choose a side: Go this way or that way. You decide you want to do the right thing, but you realize that sometimes what is supposed to be right doesn’t feel right at all.

What I remember is that I was seven years old and bored. It was one of the straggly last days of summer, and I was, as my mother calls it, at loose ends.

“Why don’t you go see if Leah is home,” she said. It wasn’t a question. Leah Pompeo lived a few doors down from me. She was a little thing but brassy and bold and never took no for an answer. I didn’t want to play with her, or anyone.

Against my will or better judgment, I found myself knocking on the dark double doors at 11 Montrose Avenue, then admitted to the dark, air-conditioned foyer.

It wouldn’t be the first time I did something because someone said I should do it. Sometimes you’re glad you went against the grain of your own inclination, did something you might not otherwise do. But other times you resent being yanked along on the strings of other people’s suggestions. And yet you do it anyway.

Leah came to the door wearing a tank top that tied into bows at the shoulder and led me to her bedroom, where we played with her half-dressed Barbie dolls. Then a button came loose from her elaborate bedspread. She picked it up and held it out to me in her chubby little hand, her sparkly pink nail polish chipped and bitten.

“Eat it.”

While it might have looked like candy—shiny, round, red—I knew it wasn’t.

“Eat it? Can you even eat this?”

When people in positions of power say things, it doesn’t matter if they’re true.

I wanted to believe her, that she had an edible bedspread, like the candy necklaces we wore around our necks and chewed at. You could be a necklace and candy, so couldn’t you be a button and candy? Maybe.

Earlier that spring, I’d received the Eucharist for the first time. Holy Communion is the first sacrament you’re really conscious for (I’m not counting baptism, which was very nearly like being waterboarded by a stranger holding a crucifix, and I’m glad I don’t remember it).

What you’re taught as a Catholic is that the Holy Eucharist isn’t a symbol of Jesus; it is Jesus. I was almost afraid to chew it; I let it alight on my tongue like a butterfly. I wondered if I was different now that I had put God in my mouth. The day you receive this sacrament is the day you’re given a seat at the adult table. You, too, get to swallow it whole.

I didn’t understand how something could be two things at the same time: A body and bread, Christ and a cracker, a sacred thing and store-bought. There was what I was told and what my body knew to be true; I was taught not to trust my senses, but what someone said to believe. If you swallowed that idea, if you told yourself your body was not to be trusted, would you be able to trust it when you needed to?

Leah looked at me hard. Her mother called from the bottom of the stairs; Leah ignored her. The cherry-red button was rigid between my fingers. My face and neck flushed with an anxious heat. I put the button in my mouth and bit down, feeling the plastic crack against my teeth. It tasted like what it was, some kind of polymer.

Every religion or ritual you can think of involves swallowing something—unleavened bread, a sip of wine, a promise of abstinence. Or worse. Boys growing up as a member of the Mardudjara Aborigines of Australia undergo circumcision—and then are required to swallow their own foreskins. While it may be morbid, at least you’re consuming something of your own.

The problem is that we’re so often swallowing things that other people hand us: Their pointy opinions, hardened ideas, homemade beliefs they think would be good for you. But also: Ideas about you and what your life should be that simply aren’t and don’t have to be true. Hard-and-fast rules about how one should or should not behave, flavorless notions about who you can or can’t be.

And sometimes it really is easier to swallow it, and maybe you cough it up later or it just sits there like a brick of lasagna in your gut and doesn’t move. Take it from someone with a finicky digestion; I’ve learned the hard way what happens when you swallow the wrong things, even when they’re seemingly harmless.

The question is, what are the consequences of swallowing things that you were given? Maybe it was easy going down and then the digestive turmoil hit later. Or it was really tough to swallow and you were glad you did (pride, for instance, comes to mind).

But think about this for a sec; think about all the things you’re given and told to swallow that you (and I, and everyone else) swallow at some point, usually early. Beliefs about whether or when you should: Get a job, get a certain kind of job, make money, make a certain amount of money; fall in love (as if one can plan such a thing); get married, have children. Even when, left to your own devices, you wouldn’t have considered such a thing. It’s worth thinking about the fact that ideas you have about what your life should be aren’t always hard rules but leaked in from movies and songs and images you liked, things people said around you.

Every kid has resisted swallowing a thing, sat there staring at a cold plate of food that they don’t want to eat and won’t, until they’re dismissed with despair from the table. Maybe you think it’s rude not to eat what’s in front of you. But something in me also roots for the kid who holds strong to that boundary of what’s going in and what isn’t.

I felt the jagged pieces of button scrape their way down my throat, where they would get passed through each phase of digestion, each organ shrugging it along to the next.

“I want to go home.”

“You can’t,” she said, raking a bubblegum-pink Goody hairbrush through her long brown hair.

“Yes I can.”

“No, you can’t.” She slapped the brush down on the bed. “And if you try, I’m going to push you into that big pile of dog poop on the street.”

I thought of my mother, five houses away, measuring rice into the rice cooker, sorting the silverware with the phone tucked under her chin, the kitchen soon filling with a sweet jasmine steam.

It was time to take Leah’s dolls for a walk. When I saw my opening, I took it, slipping through a wall of bushes like a secret agent, stealing up my driveway, pounding the stairs, slamming the door where my mom was now filing paperwork, and throwing myself against it.

My mother swiveled her office chair in my direction. Her hair had started going gray in high school, but in 1980 it was called frosted, which meant she did it on purpose. “Who on earth are you running from?”

“Leah.”

“Leah?” She laughed a little, shuffled a stack of papers before laying them back down on the desk. “Why did you need to run?”

“She might not have let me go.”

My mother sat up straight and looked at me the way you do when you realize the person you’re talking to is missing a critical step in logic and you must bridge the gap carefully.

“They can’t keep you,” she said. “You do know that, right?”

It sounded like the most obvious fact in the world once you heard it, like seeing how a trick is done, the hole in the back, the set of springs. I had all the information but still was not sure I believed it.

After all, people kept things that didn’t belong to them all the time. They even kept other people. Years later I’d hear about a man who kidnapped a woman and locked her in a shed for years. She bore his children. They made a movie about it.

“I belong to you, don’t I?” I asked my mother the next morning as she worked a comb through a challenging knot in my hair.

“I’m your mother. But you don’t belong to me, or anyone. That’s not how it works.”

I had hoped that if I belonged to my mother I couldn’t belong to someone else, that it was the belonging that kept me safe. But this wasn’t even true. I don’t know if I fully appreciated how critical a message that was, especially given that so many other people (mothers, spouses, lovers, cult leaders) have attempted to prove the opposite to so many women: You are mine. I get to say what you do or don’t do. What it told me, in ways that had only begun to hatch, was that whether you want to be with someone or not was not the same as being possessed by them. Being safe and being sovereign were two different things. And no one could keep you safe.

I would be surprised if someone coerced you into swallowing a button off a bedspread (and yet part of me wouldn’t be surprised), but you likely swallowed something along the way. Something you shouldn’t. We all have.

But there was more than one moment in your life when you agreed to something you didn’t necessarily believe or want to believe, or do, or take on. But you did. I did. Do you remember when that was for you? Was it a standoff between you and a pot roast? Was it what you wore or didn’t want to wear? An assumption some asshole made about you that raised every hair on your neck? You might have wanted to just keep the peace and not make a fuss, or maybe you wanted to please or impress or join the club. Maybe it was way worse than that.

Swallowing is an act of trust, of acceptance, and of compliance. We do it for a lot of reasons, and I don’t blame you for any of it. It’s easier to swallow a thing than put up the fight, and even then sometimes you need to be taught to do it. I couldn’t swallow pills until I was eleven. I had a mental block against it; the idea terrified me, to swallow something whole.

Your life and mine have been filled with people telling us, explicitly and implicitly, to say yes to things we wouldn’t otherwise choose. To accept invitations we don’t want, to say yes to people we neither like nor trust. We will have our own reasons for doing it, and sometimes they don’t match. Maybe it’s not that it’s such a great opportunity or even a good idea, but sometimes we end up complicit because being complicit seems more important. No one can make you do things; you can only choose to go along. And that decision depends on what’s worth risking.

Perhaps the most important thing, the most valuable thing, is to know what you’re swallowing (what you keep swallowing) and why. To recognize that this awareness is the only way to be radically alive, rather than pretend that you can subsist on buttons, because you cannot.

I never had to play with Leah again after that incident. But I thought about it years, even decades, later, not without some shame. Because this wasn’t “done” to me; I participated. Swallowing is a commitment that only you can make. No one can do it for you.

It’s worth taking a good hard look at that boundary between what the world wants and you want and, well, making sure it’s intact for one, but also that, regardless of what you decide to do, you know that it was a request you either granted or you didn’t.

The goal here as we move forward is to keep bringing us back to this fact: That you are a sovereign person with the choice to do or not do—with your body, your mind, your soul. I’m certainly not interested in judging you, and rationalizing why we did what we did, if you ask me, is a waste of our very precious time. Because the mind is funny that way, and brilliant—it will make up incredibly sound reasons for what we did after the fact so it can remind itself it’s still in charge. I don’t care about excuses, and neither should you.

What you decide to take on, do, believe, swallow, has an effect on what you do next. And if you let your “executive function” run the whole show and your ego take credit, oh forget it. You’ll be awash in horrible corporate memos on your brain’s boring letterhead to explain to you Why We’re Doing Things This Way. And fact is, all the reasoning in the world can’t hold a candle to the moment your body tightens up around a thing and says no.

If you want to know what you “should” be doing, well, join the club. But the should is a made-up vision board that your ego threw together for reasons that serve only itself.

We’ve been taught to swallow all kinds of beliefs we never thought to question—including what’s worth pursuing and what isn’t, what job you should or shouldn’t take, that you should hurry up and settle down before you’re too old or unlovable. Who’s saying that? And why would we take their word for it?

Think of this as a detox diet: You remove a bunch of foods and then, one at a time, start adding them back in, so that you can focus on how each one makes you feel. When you’ve swallowed so much it’s hard to know what’s what. So it’s worth tuning in to the kinds of things we swallow every day. Pay attention to what the body, your body, is telling you. That’s the first step of breaking free.


Gut Check: Some Things You May Have Swallowed


	A romantic relationship (or five) that someone else wanted more than you did

	The idea that you need a romantic relationship right now

	The idea that you need a romantic relationship later, ever, or forever

	A marriage

	A major

	A job

	An industry

	An invitation

	An apartment

	A whole house

	A product that you don’t want, need, or enjoy

	The idea that you should look a certain way

	The idea that you should be doing certain things

	The idea that you should behave a certain way

	A trip you didn’t want to take

	A compliment

	A flat-out insult

	A veiled threat

	A rule that doesn’t, or never did, apply

	The notion that because you’re “good” at a thing you should do it

	Someone else’s life, or what appears to be someone else’s life

	A goal someone thinks you should aim for

	An amount of money someone thinks you should earn
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write your next chapter

OK! So here’s your first prompt. Now if I were sitting there with you, I’d have you close your eyes and just rest for a moment. Climb out of the vaulted ceiling of your brain and down into your body so that you can write from your body, where your instincts and imagination and memories also live. Think of your feet, your fingers, the large muscles of your legs, the delicate structure of your spine rising out of the pelvis and arcing up toward the top office where you spend a lot of (too much) time.

You don’t have to write an essay here, or worry about grammar or spelling. You’re not preparing a document. You’re simply going to uncap a pen or let your fingers alight on the keys and write whatever comes to mind when I give you this prompt. Whatever beautiful or horrible or nonsensical or ordinary thing. Just write and watch what unfolds. Follow it like a rabbit into the grass. See what happens.

Think about something you swallowed. Literal or figurative. Start with the concrete, as that is always easier to start with. Where you are, what is on your fork, your plate, your tongue. Your mind. Set a timer for ten minutes. Something you swallowed. Start writing.

grab a notebook

    

    

    

How was that? How did it feel to just write without worrying at all for a few minutes? Did the memory that surfaced surprise you? Upset you? Make you laugh? All of that is totally and completely fine. This, by the way, is all part of a specific approach toward creative work that I’ll talk about later. Suffice it to say, the idea here is that throughout this book, you don’t just wave at me and my stories on the page, but join me there, and actually write part of this chapter too—the most important part: your part.






CHAPTER 2 Why You Can Stay in Your Comfort Zone



Take us very far out of our comfort zones, and our brains stop paying attention to anything other than surviving the experience.

—Marcus Buckingham and Ashley Goodall, “The Feedback Fallacy”



Yes. You heard me right: It’s OK to stay in your comfort zone. It’s better than OK. The goal isn’t to leave it, but to live in it.

You’ve been told the opposite, by everyone from motivational speakers and bloggers to people on TikTok to your friend who’s starting a life-coaching business. They all preach that you must leave your comfort zone to do all the things you want—make money, make friends, make a difference.

Fact is, if you’re reading this, you’re already outside your comfort zone. We all spend way, way too much time standing in a semi-panic outside them, frantically searching for our keys. Or the opposite—what began as a comfort zone has now become cramped and insufferable. It shrunk or we grew, or both, and it’s not so comfy anymore.

The goal isn’t to get out of your comfort zone; the goal is to expand it. That’s why it doesn’t even make any sense to make discomfort the goal. If you make your Big Hairy Goal to get out of your comfort zone every single day, I promise you one thing: You’ll spend much of the year… uncomfortable. Hey, that’s your prerogative. You could also spend most of the year wet or sad or unshaven if you so choose.

You know when you’re no longer in your comfort zone because you feel: restless, stuck, bored, tired, uninspired. Chances are you don’t want to continue to be uncomfortable and you know that going smaller won’t help—what you want is to stretch, to expand, to go bigger. When do things (animals, people, plants) get small? When they’re cold, sick, dying, depressed. When we feel good, we take bigger breaths, stretch, make room. What does every decluttering expert tell us? We need to let go of shit so that there’s room for what we actually want.

Your comfort level is going to be different from mine, which is why any two people can and will fight over a thermostat. Put me on a stage with a hot mic any day of the week and I’m thrilled, calm, focused. Hand my sister Kim a hot mic, however, and she may exit her body altogether. But stick her on the Rock ’n’ Roller Coaster at Disney—to me the epitome of pointless discomfort—and she’s right at home. If you want to go with her, I will absolutely hold your purse.

You may think that if you go through something uncomfortable but gain something as a result, then that must be attributable to… the fact that you were uncomfortable, right? That’s like saying, “I got seasick on a boat to the Bahamas, but it was the best trip of my life. So whenever I want to have a good time, I make sure I’m good and nauseous first.”

Discomfort isn’t a guarantee, it’s a condition. Just like cold on the climb up Mount Everest. You could decide to go, lose a few fingers on the way, and have a huge breakthrough about your life. But you could also return from the trip a few fingers short of what you left with and decide you’re done climbing. Don’t climb literally anything unless you want to—and certainly not because you think you need to do uncomfortable things (or, more to the point, tell people you’re going to be doing uncomfortable things). Also, why go climbing at all when you can be just as uncomfortable in a cafeteria holding a tray with nowhere to sit?

Discomfort isn’t an indicator of bravery; it’s an indicator of… discomfort. In the act of being brave or courageous or ambitious, you will very likely encounter discomfort, but to aim “for” it, in my mind, is to miss the point and the goal. I feel the same way about “doing something every day that scares you.” Being scared every day is a recipe for anxiety, not necessarily personal growth.

Fran Lebowitz has something to say about this (unsurprisingly). In her 2021 docuseries Pretend It’s a City, in which Martin Scorsese essentially follows Lebowitz around Manhattan with a camera and serves as a one-man laugh track, she says this idea that we need to “challenge ourselves” causes people to do ridiculous things for the wrong reasons.

“Climbing mountains is a fake challenge,” she says. “You don’t have to climb a mountain. There are many things that people have to do and should do, that they don’t do, because they’re scared to do or because they’re bad at it—those are challenges. A challenge is something you have to do, not something you make up. I find real life challenging enough.”1

You know who wasn’t trying to seek out new ways to be uncomfortable? The early settlers. War refugees. The people who lived twelve to a tenement on the Lower East Side in the early 1900s and worked in cramped, airless rooms. Or many millions of people, right now, who are so uncomfortable and itchy and unhappy and cannot imagine why on earth anyone would aim to feel that way. Which is another reason I hate this whole thing: Because seeking out discomfort is a pastime of the privileged.

The reason we “like” an uncomfortable experience in retrospect is because it serves as a clear and salient reminder of just how strong we can be. And that is a reason to be proud of doing something you didn’t think you could. Beloved author, ultramarathon runner, and VP of Fitness Programming at Peloton, Robin Arzón—who was, in fact, born to a Cuban refugee—will tell you over and over, right when you’re about to drop the hand weights and go eat a brownie, “Keep going. You can do hard things.”

And you can. As one of many tens of thousands of people who got a Peloton during the pandemic, I will tell you I definitely feel challenged on that bike, but honestly, I didn’t get one because I wanted to be uncomfortable every day; I wanted to feel more comfortable in my body (a body that barely left the house for a year). And now that there’s a good ten pounds less of me, I am.

Take it from Marcus Buckingham, one of the world’s most prominent researchers on strengths and leadership, who has two of the best-selling business books of all time and two of Harvard Business Review’s most circulated, industry-changing cover articles. He’s made his mark calling into question entrenched preconceptions about achievement and success and, in the process, redefining them and the future of work.

In his 2019 Harvard Business Review cover story, “The Feedback Fallacy,” written with Ashley Goodall, he questions the effectiveness of traditional criticism, and how helpful it is in encouraging growth and excellence in employees. Turns out, being told where you fucked up and how you might want to stop fucking up is not the most helpful. Few things will eject you from your happy place like negative feedback from a boss (or anyone):

“We’re often told that the key to learning is to get out of our comfort zones, but these findings contradict that particular chestnut,” Buckingham and Goodall write. “Take us very far out of our comfort zones, and our brains stop paying attention to anything other than surviving the experience. It’s clear that we learn most in our comfort zones, because that’s where our neural pathways are most concentrated. It’s where we’re most open to possibility, most creative, insightful, and productive. That’s where feedback must meet us—in our moments of flow.”2

In short, we’re not only not at our best outside our comfort zones, but we’re unable to access our best there either.

You only have so much energy and attention to spend in your waking hours. Are you spending it on the things that you feel you should do or that you’ve been told are good to do—or the things that really, actually matter to you? At what point does seeking out new “challenges” become a convenient way to hide from the actual hard things?

My bigger concern is that the discomfort-as-growth strategy is not only a waste of time but also a slippery slope. Because if you believe you must target discomfort to grow, you may also think you must suffer to do your work, or struggle to find love. Why would we agree to that equation?

Oh, you’re worried that living in your comfort zone means you won’t do anything? That things have to be hard to be worth it? OK. Then why are therapists’ offices so cozy and well-appointed? Why do we meditate on a pillow and not a metal spike? Why is ski apparel so pricey?

Don’t mistake my love of comfort for complacency or denial. I think of the comfort zone not as cold storage where you put your dreams on ice and go back to binging Schitt’s Creek (again). The comfort zone is a greenhouse: Warm, sunny, protected from the elements—where living things thrive.

How Your Comfort Zone Can Keep You in Business

The word you might use to describe the three-hundred-square-foot studio I lived in for a decade is “cozy.” It fit me like a glove. The day I got laid off, I came right back to it, and began to figure out what to do next. I reached out to the people in my comfort zone—friends, colleagues, not people who “challenged” me, but people who actually liked and supported me. And in the ensuing months and years, I took on gigs I liked and others I loathed, and the work that made me feel really uncomfortable? I ditched. I stuck with what I knew I was good at.

In short, I expanded my life and my work within a very small footprint, grew an entire consulting, speaking, and writing business without any shoes on. I learned to create and deliver virtual offerings via Zoom long before your mother ever heard of it, and, in a few short years, catapulted my income to more than five times what I was earning at my last job. Was I at times uncomfortable? Did some things not work out? You bet. I didn’t need to scare myself daily to grow—not having a job was scary enough. I had no choice but to grow if I was going to stay in this very uncomfortable city that I never want to leave.

Taking a risk, trying something scary or new or something with very high stakes, is not about prioritizing discomfort, however; it’s about commitment—committing to expanding your comfort zone so that you remain inside it. When I hit “send” on a big proposal, or stepped onstage to do a five-minute set at New York Comedy Club (you want to talk discomfort?), I wasn’t doing it simply to be uncomfortable; I muscled through some of the discomfort to find ease onstage, to ride the rise and crest of laughter, because I wanted to get better at it and to enjoy being there, which I do.

My friend Laura Belgray has been in lockdown in her comfort zone for years. It’s not only how she functions best; it’s the only way she functions. She embraces what she refers to as her lazy and chickenshit nature. She said to me recently, “I like stasis.” So you can bet you won’t find her doing something scary just for the sake of it. Ever. Once, on a writing retreat we attended, a woman offered to top off her coffee cup and Laura got nervous that the woman might burn her. “I hate adrenaline,” Laura says. “I want nothing to do with it.”

The founder of Talking Shrimp and cocreator of The Copy Cure with her longtime BFF Marie Forleo, Laura is one of the most successful copywriters in the country. How do you know? She doesn’t even have clients anymore. Why? Because after years of muscling through client work, she found it sucked all the energy out of her comfort zone. She compensated by raising its walls, and raising her rates higher to discourage business—yes, she did that—and it didn’t work! You wouldn’t believe how people were willing to stretch their own comfort zones to make the investment to work with her (something to keep in mind when you’re thinking about pricing yourself).

Fact is, it wasn’t about the money. It was about staying comfortable. She has since structured her business in a way that suits her far better, offering courses and masterminds for business owners who want to sharpen their copy skills, and partnering with colleagues to support their own launches. She’s at the top of her game and running a seven-figure business, and she’s also… on her couch.

“Rather than do things to make me uncomfortable, I look to bring more things into my comfort zone,” she told me. That doesn’t mean she’s comfortable doing everything—hardly. As a high-profile writer and known personality in the world of online entrepreneurship, she gets invited to speak more and more—and that’s not necessarily in her comfort zone. Yet. “One thing that inspires me is watching people who are comfortable up there, because that’s how I want to feel.”

If you follow Laura on social or subscribe to her emails (which I highly recommend), you’ll hear all manner of personal stories about her life, and for some people, sharing all that would be really uncomfortable. But not for her. “TMI is squarely in my comfort zone, so that doesn’t feel courageous.” The key, she says, is to double down on things that feel comfortable and easy, because that is where your genius lives. When you must do something scary in order to expand your zone and get comfortable again, know that you do it with the goal of making it easier every time.

After ten years in my tiny prewar studio, I upgraded to a one-bed down the street (same zip code, new dry cleaner)—with an adult-sized dining room table and a kitchen that wasn’t built for Barbies. The rent was a stretch; the trade-off was for more comfort, and more room in which to be comfortable—and to grow.

You can stretch your comfort zone, like you can your hamstrings with months of yoga. It’s not sudden, but it does happen, and then you’re more agile, less cramped, and more capable of taking on the things you most want to do. Not because you decide to scare yourself into them, but because you’re really ready.

Tips for Staying in Your Comfort Zone


	
DEFINE IT. Get real clear with yourself on how you want to spend your time and energy. For instance, I do not like open-ended anythings: meetings, events, contracts. I like start times and end times. What are your rules? When do you do your best work, and with whom? What kinds of things do you want to learn—and what do you not have an ounce of interest in getting any better at?

	
BE UNAPOLOGETIC ABOUT IT. I find the whole explaining myself thing rather uncomfortable, for me and whomever I’m explaining myself to. If I can’t or don’t want to take something on, I send my regrets and that’s it. No one actually cares and the more we try to defend ourselves, the worse we feel.

	
PROCESS IN THE COMFORT ZONE. You build strength and confidence when you’re feeling comfortable, not when you’re feeling stressed, judged, and hating yourself. Find ways to make the risks you want to take more comfortable. If you’ve been through something that felt decidedly uncomfy, wait until you’re squarely back in the zone to process what happened, why, and what you’ll do about it.

	
LEAN INTO WHAT YOU’RE GOOD AT. Prioritize that stuff—and procrastinate or delegate everything else. I do this. I know all work expands to fill time, and so I make sure that I am using my best energy and attention on the stuff I’m the best at, because that’s how you can grow at a steady pace. And if you have to do something you’re not great at for a bit? Be sure to end the day, the night, or the week with or on something you’re really good at.

	
PREVENT HUNGER, NAUSEA, AND EXHAUSTION. I don’t go into anything remotely taxing feeling hungry, tired, or stressed. If I’m going to do something new that feels a little nerve-racking, I rest, eat something, exercise, talk to friends, listen to Stern, do whatever I must to get relaxed. If I’m going to be on a bus, boat, or other moving thing, I make sure I have dosed myself with OTC drugs so that I don’t get nauseous. Because no one gets points for pushing from a weakened state, so avoid it if you can.

	
MAKE YOUR ZONE INVITE-ONLY. Your comfort zone must be tightly policed and protected, and it is most definitely invite-only. You get to decide who comes in and shares that space and for how long. I have a friend who loves red wine and tends to spill things. I bought her a damn adult sippy cup so that when she laughs while holding a glass of malbec on my couch I don’t get jumpy. I keep a pretty tight douche-proof filter in my friend circle, my programs, and don’t tolerate problem people, including downers, nitpickers, negative Nancies, critics, and haters. Sorry. No admittance.
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