

[image: ]




[image: ]





 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image][image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.





 

The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.





 

For my sister, Caroline Belli, who makes life better for old people





 

— ACKNOWLEDGMENTS —

This book spent several years trying to kill me.

I am extremely grateful to my editor, Michael Flamini, for believing in me yet again and for giving me the time and support I needed to make this book what it ultimately became. He is wise and kind, full of life and full of fun, and loves pushing the limits in smart ways. I wrote a smarter, funnier book because I imagined him reading it as I wrote it. And after he read what I wrote, his ideas made this a better book and transformed how I write applied science.

St. Martin’s Press has been an amazing publisher. Everybody I encounter there cheers and supports me at every turn. Many thanks to Danielle Fiorella and James Perales for designing this book’s fabulous cover; to publicity manager Leah Johanson for putting this baby of mine out far and wide; and to Gwen Hawkes, for always making everything okay (and usually much better) and always with sunshine on top.

Some agents just sell books. I have the other kind of agents, Cameron McClure and Ken Sherman, who unflaggingly have my back and have helped me grow as a writer and a human through their wisdom and kindness. Every book I write is better because of them, and it’s such a great feeling, as a writer, to know that you are never alone. (I’m so used to Cameron being there to talk me off the ledge that I don’t even bother opening the window anymore.)

Amy Dresner edited numerous very scary drafts of the manuscript before it went to Michael, and I’m hugely grateful for all of her meticulous work and for making me laugh with notes like “OMG. This sentence is an abomination.”

I was extremely lucky to have grammar ninja David Yontz, who copyedits my column for Creators, as the copyeditor on this book. I’m a better writer because of what I learn from his corrections, and his work made this a better, clearer book. (Any, um, grammatical license you see is my doing, per Elmore Leonard’s advice, “If proper usage gets in the way, it may have to go.”)

Loving thanks to my wonderful boyfriend, Gregg Sutter, who cooked me countless gourmet dinners, read pages, made me laugh, and otherwise helped me hold it together when I could do little else but hammer away at this book.

Thanks also go out to some important people in my life: Christina Nihira (“The Velvet Whip”), Dr. Matthew Pirnazar, Da’Nisha Gibson, Debbie Levin, Kate Coe, Jim Sheridan, Emily and Mark, Caroline Belli, Mari Sunaida, Kate Bergin, Nancy Rommelmann, and Laurent Chalumeau.

Special thanks go to Kaja Perina, who was there for me with friendship, wisdom, and reassurance whenever I sent up a flare. The same goes for Kingsley Browne, Catherine Salmon, AJ Figueredo, Nancy Segal, Sander Greenland, Sandra Tsing-Loh, Virginia Postrel, and Stef Willen.

Many researchers were very generous with their time and thoughts: James Chisholm and Barbara Oakley read and commented on the whole manuscript. Spike W. S. Lee, Norbert Schwarz, and Michael Inzlicht gave me chunks of their time at SPSP, the big social psych conference, transforming my understanding of their areas of research. Sarah Strout, Lee Kirkpatrick, Walter Foddis, and Michael McCullough guided me in essential ways and answered my questions without fail.

Other researchers and science people read and gave really helpful comments on chapters and sections: Andy Arnold, Piotr Winkielman, Sam McNerney, Michael McCullough, Ian Reed, Cristine Legare, Stephan Margolis, Francesca Gino, Richard Harper, and Neil McNaughton.

I’m grateful to my blog regulars who gave me comments, including Ric “Tanukiman” and Purple Pen. Thanks also to Adam Farasati, who commented on this book when it was just a book proposal and to AJ’s friend Alan Hieger, who read early chapters.

I’m also grateful to my non-fic lit peeps: Tom Zoellner, Wendy Paris, all of Invisible Institute West, and David Rensin.

Finally, thanks to the late Elmore Leonard, “the poet laureate of wild assholes with revolvers,” who’s been a big inspiration. I’ll always treasure his last words to me: “You have a pert can.”





 

PART ONE

You Have What It Takes; It’s Just in Hiding
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LOSERHOOD ISN’T DESTINY

You can’t order a lightly used spine off eBay. There’s no Find My Balls cousin of Find My iPhone. And nobody goes around in a tow truck with a big winch to yank people out of loserhood.

However, there actually is a way out of loserhood, and it doesn’t involve a therapist—one who’s looking forward to finally buying Aruba after decades of listening to you jawing on.

And no, you will not be asked to look into the mirror and recite affirmations. (If you’ve ever done this, you know how well it works: “I am beautiful. I am happy. I am confident. I am … kidding myself. I am still the same fucking loser I was before I wasted ten minutes doing this bullshit.”)

All you actually have to do to change is behave like the confident person you want to be.

I get it—that probably sounds unbelievable—but you’ll see in the next chapter that I did this, and I was a particularly hopeless case. I didn’t transform myself magically, by bathing my brain in some kind of self-help rays; I did it through the emotionally grubby work of repeatedly acting the way confident people do.

This book gives you all the steps you need to get from point worm (or just mildly underconfident) to full personhood—the point where you aren’t always squirming on the inside about what to say or do and whether somebody will approve. Best of all, getting to the point where you go out into the world as the full you doesn’t require exceptional intelligence, piercing intuition, or—in case you were wondering—a bullet-deflecting bodysuit with bat ears. You just need to be so sick of living like a human crumb (or just not as fully as you could be) that you’re willing to shove your way through your fears and take action.

This isn’t to say you won’t be afraid—at least for a while. But I’m hoping you’ll come to the conclusion I did—that being afraid to do something isn’t good enough reason to let yourself duck out of doing it.

While we’re at it, I should mention that this is not a “self-help book.” (Gross.) This is a science-help book—a self-unfucking science-help book. “Science-help” is a term coined by my science journalist friend David DiSalvo, describing advice that’s based on evidence from scientific research. So, no, this book will not advise you to pester the universe to heal you. (The universe isn’t listening and doesn’t give a shit.)

This book likewise does not contain “The Secret,” which is the title of a best-selling book based on the tempting premise that positive thinking works like a giant magnet to pull whatever you want right to you. Supposedly, if you want a new car, you just picture it and think grateful thoughts about it (as if it were already yours) and some pocket in the universe will unzip and out will drop your fabulous new dream ride, right into your life. (Yes, that’s right. You only lack that flying Bentley convertible because you haven’t put your mind to making it pop up in your carport.)

Ultimately, if Unf*ckology does have a “secret,” it’s that if you get off your ass and do what the science suggests, you can have a far better life.

Not “someday.”

Starting NOW.

I call this living by the “car crash principle.” People will tell you, “It was only after I got in that horrible car wreck that I realized I’d better seize the moment—stop wasting my life.” The way I see it, why wait? Why not choose to live that way right now—without the twisted metal, disfiguring injuries, and years in rehab spent pushing a ball across a table with your nose?
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HATE ME; I SUCK

A coming-of-rage story

I was a loser as a child. I had scraggly red hair and a space between my front teeth you could drive a small car through, and I wet my bed until I was twelve. This was before parents were advised to just relax and wait the bed-wetting thing out. As I remember it now, my mother used to say—in that satanic voice from The Exorcist—“You wet the bed again?!”

I had no friends, and the neighborhood kids egged our house, called me “dirty Jew,” and told me I killed Jesus. (I was six at the time. I didn’t even kill bugs.) I would have done anything to have even one friend. In second grade, I thought I’d hit the jackpot: Two girls came to me and promised to be my friend if I did their math. I did it—during recess, in a dusty, empty classroom—but the moment I put down my fat #2 pencil, they ran out and ignored me, same as before.

Elementary school turned out to be seven long years of getting picked last for everything—except in extenuating circumstances, like when it was time for kickball and the only other kid left had a broken leg. When kids talked to me at all, it was to sneer “The redhead is dead!” or call me “the redheaded hamburger.” I was miserable every day, and I sobbed to my mother that I had no friends, but she didn’t know what to say.

In third grade, I tried bargaining, silently offering various incentives to God, if only he’d make me look like the other Amy—the pretty, popular honey-blond one our teacher, Mrs. DeMaio, referred to as “Amy long-lashes.” Naturally, like all those mean children, God just ignored me.

When I wasn’t in school, I had my face jammed in a book. I checked them out of the Farmington Community Library by the laundry-basketful. The stories I read gave me hope that I could someday have a better life, and I learned many things—among them, the dangers of reading while riding a bicycle.

In tenth grade, I joined the youth group at my parents’ temple. For the first time in my life, I had friends—but, like some weird weekend Cinderella, only on Sundays, when youth group met. I was terrified that my youth group friends would realize they’d made a terrible mistake, so I tried really hard to be the sort of person they’d find acceptable.

I carefully avoided showing my true feelings—like that my having friends was pretty much the greatest thing since God cut a hiking trail through the Red Sea. I was especially careful to keep mum about how I’d decided the whole God thing was hooey (seeing no reason to let this stop me from playing guitar and leading everybody in Hebrew folk tunes about God’s greatitude).

Pretty much erasing myself seemed a small price to pay for finally being liked. However, it meant that I often had no idea what I thought about anything—and not because I didn’t think. In fact, because I read lots of novels and loved logic, I was always thinking and reasoning. There was a point of view in there somewhere. But when I was around other people, what I thought was whatever I thought they’d want me to think. All in all, I was a big redheaded empty jar.

HOW MAY I PROVIDE YOU WITH EXCELLENT SERVICE?

At twenty-one, I moved from Michigan to Manhattan. I knew tons of five-dollar and even fifty-six-dollar words from my years of endless reading, but I had yet to learn the word no. This made me a popular guest at many people’s apartments—typically when they were moving in or out of them and needed some patsy to pack and haul stuff for free.

Eventually, the guy renting me a bedroom in his loft wanted his place to himself again, and I had to move. I just barely scraped together the rent and security deposit for a tiny dumpy tenement apartment by the Holland Tunnel, or, as I called it, “the rectum of New Jersey.”

Hoping against hope for a little quid pro schlep, I called all the people I’d helped move. Nobody was home, or, if they were, they were in bed with a vicious hangnail or just running out the door to their groovy summer share in the Hamptons. “But, hey, good luck with your move!”

I had about four dollars left in my checking account after paying the landlord, so I couldn’t afford a moving van or even taxis. Instead, I piled boxes and garbage bags of my stuff onto an old metal-wheeled wooden cart, about six feet long, that a kindly furniture dealer in my new neighborhood lent me for the weekend. I only had to move from Duane Street to Greenwich and Canal—a little over a half-mile—so doing it peasant cart–style didn’t seem all that terrible.

This was a desolate part of town back then—especially on the Saturday night I’d chosen to move—so I pushed the cart right down the middle of Greenwich Street. I was pleasantly surprised at how easy it was—until I got to the cobblestoned part in the last three blocks.

Steel wheels and cobblestones are not a good mix. Every inch of that street traveled straight up my arms, hammering itself into the deepest reaches of my brain and making my stomach feel like I’d strapped it to a paint shaker.

This was a far cry from my most recent moving effort: sitting in the plush river-view apartment of an advertising acquaintance, wrapping and boxing a set of her drinking glasses—apparently a little less worshipfully than she would’ve liked. “Those are from Tiffany’s,” she snapped. Oh. Sorry.

I considered stopping where I was and carrying everything, piece by piece, to my new place, three blocks away. But, though the streets were empty, it was still New York, and I couldn’t just leave the cart and all my stuff.

And even if I chanced that—carrying just my computer and coming back for the less valuable stuff—much like a Tyrannosaurus rex, I have strong legs but arms that are kind of a joke. Carrying everything could have taken hours, so I pressed on, finally making it to the end of the first block.

What was that I felt? Yes, it was sprinkling. I threw my whole body into pushing the cart, hoping to make it to my place before the rain got serious. In the middle of the second block, the cart lurched sideways and stopped, spilling boxes and a garbage bag of my clothes into the street.

I peered underneath the cart. One of the wheels had fallen off. I’d hit some funky “gotcha” cobblestone, probably placed in the street by some mean-spirited nineteenth-century DOT worker. And then, in keeping with my feeling that life was, if not shitting on me, at least peeing pretty much nonstop, the sky opened up and poured rain all over me and all my worldly possessions.

Behind me, there was a HONNNK! And then another.

I turned. A taxi. I motioned to the driver to go around me. There was room; he just had to make an effort.

He kept honking. I kept motioning. I moved a little closer so he could see I was trying to guide him. He peeled out on the wet cobblestones and sped around me, hitting a pothole and spraying dirty New York City street water all over me—in my mouth, up my nose, in my eyes.

Looking down on my soggy boxes, my drenched black-and-white TV, and the crippled cart, I burst into big heaving sobs. And there, in the pouring rain, it came to me: “I don’t have any real friends.”

I GROW A SPINE

The truth is, I had some real friends, like David Wallis, whom I met at NYU’s off-campus housing office on my second day in New York. We’re still friends today, almost thirty years later. In fact, if tomorrow, David called me from the Arctic circle and told me he needed me, I’d hop on the phone to book, oh, three planes, two helicopters, and a team of sled dogs. The thing is, I’m pretty sure David would do the same for me.

Back then in New York, however, many of the people I called friends were just acquaintances or, pathetically, acquaintances of convenience—those people who called me whenever it would make life more convenient for them but never when they had a tip on a great party or just to wonder, “Hey, how are ya?” But, whose fault was this really? I had to admit it: Most of these people weren’t bad friends to everyone; they were just bad friends to me.

I’d never noticed this before, perhaps because I was used to the idea of myself as a loser, having been one for as long as I could remember, and probably longer than that. I guess I’d come to accept my Amy Alkon cooties as an incurable disease. Then, it struck me: Could it be something I was doing? Something I could maybe stop doing?

I started paying attention to people everybody seemed to like, and I noticed something extraordinary—how willing they all were to be unwilling to please. Here I was, always slaving away to be liked, and here they were, refusing requests and sometimes being disagreeable or bratty.

In fact, they all seemed to feel free to say no—to friends, family, colleagues, even the boss—and not just no but all the variations: “Nuh-uh,” “No way,” “Not in this lifetime,” “Are you out of your fucking mind?” and “Over my dead, maggot-eaten body.”

Most amazingly, when they turned people down, they weren’t fired, excommunicated, or asked in a low voice to please leave. They were usually just met with “Oh, okay” or sometimes engaged in mild argument. Even if they didn’t get things their way, they seemed to garner respect for standing up for themselves—a far cry from the humiliating treatment I got when I showed people that there was no amount of backward that was too far for me to bend over in order to accommodate them.

This—combined with the assholishness about physical risk common to people in their early 20s—made for a weird dichotomy in me. Though I lacked a backbone, I didn’t let it stop me from roller-skating fifty blocks to work—in Manhattan traffic, the wrong way up Fifth Avenue. While challenging death like this was just my wacky alternative to the smelly old subway, the mere thought of my testing social boundaries practically turned me into a pillar of salt.

However, the potential reward from doing that—the prospect of yanking down the giant “kick me!” sign posted over my life—had become too tempting. So, little by little—typically when I was around people I perceived to be on the lower rungs of the social food chain—I started squeaking out words of protest: “I’d rather not,” “Actually, I can’t,” “Not this time, thanks.” And to my utter amazement, these people didn’t tell me off or send me packing. They accepted it; they even tried to accommodate me.

The shift in how people treated me seemed like a fluke—every time. I still felt like the same old loser. I figured that people who didn’t treat me accordingly were just a little slow on picking up the terrible stench. I’d eye them, wondering how long it would take before they started sniffing the air and realized that that smell was coming from me. Well, not so much coming from me as if I’d farted. I was the fart.

Eventually, I couldn’t help but concede that people actually did treat me better when I stopped acting like a really big bootlicker. So, I started doing what, these days, I often tell people who write me for advice to do: acting like I had dignity, or rather, acting as a specific person with dignity would act.

When I did this, I’d mostly be Kathy, the TV commercial producer I worked for, telling a rock star’s manager in her velvety but firm voice that no, he could not have a suitcase of $10,000 in cash. Occasionally, I’d play it as Ed, the big boss producer, sitting at his desk coolly telling some uppity account lady exactly how things were going to be: “Good, cheap, fast—pick any two.”

The more I stood up for myself (even while doing it as somebody else) the more I saw it was the right thing to do. It was so beautifully absurd. I was actually impersonating my way to becoming the real me.

I AM BOOGER; HEAR ME ROAR

I won’t bullshit you. The road to self-respect is paved with humiliation and setbacks. Most of mine involved my desperate attempts to be loved. We all want love, but I had ulterior motives. In fact, the last thing I cared about was all that lofty crap like shared goals, resonating values, and building a life with another person. I just wanted to be wanted. I saw love as my rescue, the last bus out of social quarantine.

Though, thanks to my “just say no!” experiments, I was beginning to understand the costs of my desperation to be liked, my desperation to be loved was just too deep to be breached by the insights I’d begun to apply at work and with friends. So, whenever I spotted a man I found attractive, I took the subtle approach—subtle in the manner of a starving hyena pouncing on a gazelle.

Eventually, however, I couldn’t help but admit that this strategy wasn’t working for me, either. This might sound like yet another impressive attainment of wisdom on my part—except that it came to me after I spent a year and a half with a guy in California who verbally abused me and lived off my credit cards (insisting he’d pay me back when the house sold). The house we shared eventually did sell, at which time I learned it actually belonged to his family, who felt zero obligation to make good on Junior’s promises to pay my Visa bill.

I had many low points during my time with this guy, but one in particular stands out—the night he lit my copy of Honoring the Self on fire. If I’d been a fictional character, those flaming pages would’ve been just the thing I needed to “see the light” and get out of there, pronto. Unfortunately, this was reality, so I stuck around for months afterward.

It was lust, not self-knowledge, that eventually led me to mend my ways with men. In addition to being achingly lonely, I was hornier than a pack of stray dogs. Despite my blinders about my own behavior, I had some understanding of human nature. I knew women can usually get sex; they just have to want it and get the hint to men.

Distressingly, even that wasn’t working for me. Of course, back then, I was kind of on the plump side. I didn’t just let my loneliness bounce around inside me; I tried to suffocate it—in an avalanche of sugar. I mowed through cookies, brownies, chocolate Yoo-hoo—just about anything sweet that didn’t have a big skull and crossbones and the poison control center number on it. When I wasn’t scarfing down boxes of something frosted or making up for it by starving myself and working out obsessively, I engaged in deep self-loathing, which, cruelly, takes a lot of energy but burns almost no calories.

As unattractive as being kind of chunko and miserable must have made me, there are guys out there who like the larger ladies. I couldn’t figure out why I seemed to be the exception—especially with the relentlessness I put into pursuing men. In fact, thanks to my “no!” exercises, I’d discovered a well of courage in myself. I used this on men—chasing them, calling them, and asking them out—reveling in how the brave new me wasn’t afraid to do that. However, the more I threw myself at men the harder they worked to duck me. I remained unhugged, unkissed, and unfucked.

The clue stick my romantic failures were hitting me with was fast becoming a clue tree trunk, and I again had to admit that I had something to figure out.

Inspired by those “How was your visit?” cards hotels leave out for guests, I drafted a one-page document: “Our Date: A Customer Satisfaction Survey.”

There was a space for comments at the bottom, but the survey questions were mostly yes-or-no. My personal hotel room-esque favorite: “Was your date clean and odor-free?” But most importantly, there was “Would you go on another date with this person? Why or why not?”

[image: ]

The men I gave this to were mostly horrified by it and declined to fill it out (or ever speak to me again, in several cases). At the big café in SoHo where I went to write—because it had both ample electrical outlets and an abundance of hot guys—one of my former dates would fumble to pack up his stuff and make tracks whenever he saw me come in.

But, another guy—a young, cute science professor who ended our one and only date by shaking my hand at my door and bolting down Canal Street—took pity on me. He not only filled out my survey but sat down at my table in the café and gave me his take.

The problem, as he saw it, was the way I was all over a guy and did all the work. It made me seem like I had something wrong with me. He also found it kind of exhausting. He explained that he, and men in general, actually like to have a role in the dating process—besides standing around waiting to say yes—and I took that role away with my, um, enthusiasm. Basically, he was telling me the same thing I’d learned from all of the people I wasn’t trying to get naked with: Desperation un-sells.

HATE ME; I STILL SUCK

After these revelations about my romantic overkill, I made tunneling out of loserhood my top priority. I bought another copy of Nathaniel Branden’s Honoring the Self and actually read the thing instead of standing by while it went up in flames. I also made myself a little pledge—that, in every area of my life, I would do my best to act like I had a spine for a spine instead of an unusually long piece of overcooked linguine.

Understanding what I needed to do was just a start. After all my years of auto-yes, if I wasn’t vigilant, I’d often find my head bobbing into a nod. Also, nobody likes a suck-up, not even the suck-up herself—which made it that much harder to recover from being one.

Every time I said yes when I should’ve said no, every time I said no but with a little too much hesitation, I hated myself. And then, thanks to the reading I’d been doing about self-respect, which Branden defines on page 4 as a “feeling of personal worth,” I hated myself for hating myself.

I probably could’ve kept this up for years. Luckily, I have a soft spot for the underdog, who, in this case, happened to be me. During a break in my relentless self-flagellation (probably a pause for a change of sackcloth and ashes), I started feeling sorry for myself.

Here I was, putting everything I had into clawing my way out of the primordial pus of loserhood—only to keep shoving myself right back in. And why? Because I made a mistake or two? Well, didn’t everybody?

“Ease up, hard-ass,” I scolded myself. “You’re human. Of course you’re gonna say yes when you should be saying ‘Fuck no!’ Guess what: Tomorrow’s a new day. And if you say yes again tomorrow, well, do your best to say ‘Fuck no!’ the day after.”

I’d learned a helpful lesson from repainting my bathroom—after my first attempt at a paint job peeled off almost immediately in long curly latex scabs. Accordingly, I realized that you can’t just slap on self-respect without first applying a primer coat, which appears to be self-acceptance. Self-acceptance requires recognizing you’re human and therefore fallible.

Say you just returned to that big important meeting in the conference room—with the back of your skirt tucked into the top of your purple thong underwear. When you discover this, what else is there to say but “Anyone have any thoughts on my big white ass cheeks, or shall we go straight to the budget?”

It ultimately took years for me to feel okay with all the parts of me—good, bad, smart, stupid, ridiculous—and even the way I channel all the energy churning inside of me into pick-pick-picking at my cuticles when I’m nervous. Or upset. Or happy. Or excited. Or, to be honest, whenever I’m not in a coma or dead. But I have gotten to the point where I can look at my tortured cuticles with a bit of fondness. Kind of the way you’d look at a scruffy little dog. And my acceptance of that as a part of me is a sign of how far I’ve come.

This isn’t to say that I’m all fixed—that I’m now some superhero of personal growth. At times, I find myself right back where I started. I go to this monthly dinner for writers, attended by some truly interesting people—political writers, novelists and biographers, screenwriters, a prosecutor, and the occasional war correspondent. One night, a few of us were engaged in a rather lively discussion—and then we weren’t. Silence. The silence weighed on me, and I panicked. The thought struck me, “I have nothing to say! I should leave!”

But I couldn’t leave. Everyone would know I was going home because I was such an emptyhead. This would just confirm what they already thought of me—probably that I have an idiot’s grasp of politics, I’m not funny, and I’m kind of a bore. In fact, that’s what they’d talk about as soon as I got up.

I glanced around at those who’d soon be commiserating about my aching dullness, and I noticed something important: Their mouths weren’t moving, either. That’s right; at that moment, just like me, they had nothing to say. I had to laugh. But, before I could, the guy next to me turned and asked me something. And whaddya know, it wasn’t “What’s a bed-wetting loser like you doing here?”

PARKING SPACE, THE FINAL FRONTIER

I don’t mark my life in the usual milestones. I didn’t go to my college graduation. I love my boyfriend but feel no need to get married. I find children loud, sticky, and expensive. I also don’t celebrate my birthday. (The way I see it, if you are over twelve and not a cancer patient, do we really need to throw a party and give you prizes for surviving another year?)

However, after all my years straining to plant my lips on every ass that crossed my path, I did have a milestone to celebrate. It was the day I got what I consider my unofficial diploma (and what is probably my greatest accomplishment), my proof of graduation from people-pleasing—the restraining order.

This thing was served on me after a company that does sound work for movies and commercials moved in to a building at the end of my residential Venice, California, block. Parking in my neighborhood had become seriously scarce. The sound house had a gated lot with about two dozen parking spaces—many of which remained car-free all day, as if the company were running a sanctuary for bare asphalt. The employees parked on our residential streets, making our already-scarce parking even scarcer. Grrr.

I trotted over to the sound house. In my self-appointed capacity as “block bitch” (or, as I announced myself to the manager of the sound house, “the head of the neighborhood association”), I explained that residential parking was pretty tight and asked that she have her employees park in their lot. The manager, a tiny blonde about my age, said she would.

Oh. Okey-dokey! Cool! Except for how her employees did nothing of the sort.

A week later, one of the company’s engineers zipped into the last open spot on our block—directly across from the usual field of pristine pavement—just as my neighbor was returning from Costco with her baby and about a cubic acre of groceries. I called to the guy. “’Scuse me! Can you please park in your own lot?” He put his head down, scurried across the nearly empty parking lot, and slipped into the sound house.

Asshole.

Carrying my wee Yorkie, I stomped over and rang the buzzer. The little blond manager opened the vast steel door. I complained that one of her guys had just taken the last residential parking spot. Her eyes narrowed. “It’s a public street,” she hissed.

“Well, yes, but it’s zoned residential,” I said. “And you have all these spaces open in your lot.” (I later learned they left all their spaces open because—gag!—they never knew when, say, Tom Arnold might arrive with “an entourage.”)

“If you don’t like it, get permit parking!” she sneered—a statement that translated to “Go fuck yourself,” since it’s common knowledge round these parts that the Coastal Commission won’t allow it in our neighborhood.

Though I was powerless to stop them from hijacking our parking, I wasn’t about to just walk away and let this little blond bully get away with her power grab scot-free. A word came to me—a word that’s verbal kryptonite to any woman around my age. And then I said it, quietly—because it’s much more powerful that way: “You know … you really are … a cunt.”

Her jaw dropped. Her eyes bugged. She turned to the sound house owner, who’d come up next to her. She was trying to say something, but she just made the sounds of someone choking on a small chicken bone.

“Oh, please,” I said. “Did your head fall off your shoulders and drop on the floor when I said that? I don’t think so.”

With that, I marched off, satisfied that though I’d lost the parking war, I didn’t let her roll all over me in the process. And then, a week later, it came—the temporary restraining order—or, as I called it back then, the “temporary revenge order.”

A few months later, in a Santa Monica court, the little blond revenge-seeker complained to the judge that I was “hostile and unpredictable.”

I couldn’t help but agree: “I’m both of those things, but I’m not violent.”

The restraining order was, of course, dismissed.

And yes, there is a message in this, and no, it isn’t that you should go around swearing like a junior Dr. Dre, all the way to a better you.

Here I was, one of the biggest suck-up losers ever to wriggle on the earth. If I could reshape myself—into a person who has not only true friends and a loving boyfriend but a strong enough self to be disagreeable for the greater good—then surely anybody can.





 

PART TWO

The Building Blocks of the New You





 

— 3 —

THE MIND IS BIGGER THAN THE BRAIN

Meet your new BFF, “embodied cognition”

I know; you want to get right to the de-loser-ification. But in order for you to believe that it works—enough to be motivated to do it—it’s important to understand why it works.

It turns out that what I ended up doing—overriding my default Amywuss self and responding as my coolly confident boss—was scientifically right on.

I didn’t know this at the time. I wasn’t some psychological savant, nor did I have a crystal ball with a subscription to all the behavioral science journals. In fact, back then, I didn’t have a bent clue about the fuckmountain of science I ended up poring over for this book. But standing in the rain on that cobblestoned New York street, sobbing about not having friends, I was willing to try pretty much anything to claw my way out of social rodent-hood. So, entirely out of teary, snot-faced desperation, I groped around in the dark, and—hellooo, miracle!—it turns out that I accidentally did exactly the right thing.

As for why what I did worked, in 1940, novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that “action is character”—meaning that what a person does defines who they are. And, more recently, research in a growing area of science called “embodied cognition” finds that action also becomes character.

What is embodied cognition? Reread the title of this chapter a few times:

The Mind Is Bigger Than the Brain

Embodied cognition research shows that who you are is not just a product of your brain. It’s also in your breathing, your gut, the way you stand, the way you speak, and, while you’re speaking, whether you make eye contact or dart your eyes like you’re about to bolt under a car like a cat.

It turns out that psychology, with its myopic focus on the brain, has taken a way-too-limited view of what drives our behavior. Recognizing that the body is often a part of cognition—of thinking—is essential to the formation of the new you. Researcher Andrew Wilson has explained the power of embodied cognition: “We might use our movements, for example, to solve problems that we could never solve with just brain power.”

This is actually much bigger than he makes it sound. By consistently changing how you behave (down to how you move, breathe, and carry yourself), you can transform how you feel about yourself, how other people see and treat you, and who you are. It’s a massive, life-changing shift.

It does help to include some changes in thinking, like coming to understand that “self-esteem” isn’t what most of us think it is. (Recent science, laid out in chapter 8, finds that self-esteem actually comes out of how highly—or not—other people seem to think of us.) However, that particular revision in thinking, like the others in this book, leads right back to how essential action actually is in changing yourself—how becoming the new you mostly takes behaving as the person you want to be.

Basically, through repeatedly changing your behaviors, you embed the new behaviors and their companion emotions into your brain—which means that the old behaviors and emotions get pushed to the back and stop being the ones that automatically come up. This, in turn, means that you—like me—can eventually stop thinking about your fucking self-esteem all the time and just be.

It probably sounds unbelievable that such a major change in who you are could be accomplished with such simple behavioral steps, but think of it like those Hair Club for Men TV commercials I used to see back in my New York City days. These ads always ended with the owner’s Noo Yawk–accented announcement—something like, “I’m not just the president; I’m also a customuh!” Well—likewise—you can see me as walking (formerly groveling) proof that behaving differently is what it takes to stop going through life as a linguine-spined suck-up.

INTO THE WOODS WITH THE MAN IN THE CHECKERBOARD PANTS

Retiring the lesser you starts with the story of America’s first psych professor and a bear. We’ll get to the bear. But first, the psych professor.

It was the early 1870s, and William James, a brilliant but depressive eccentric from a society family, was graduating from Harvard med school. The elder brother of novelist Henry James, he was a former art student and a highly creative thinker.

Though the clothing style for men back then is best described as “every day is a funeral,” James often tramped around in red checkerboard pants, a top hat, a polka-dot bow tie, and a frock coat, reflecting his idea that a person’s clothing should be an expression of their interior and not just a cloth cover to keep from scaring the ladies or the chickens.

James ended up finding medicine kind of a bore, but he’d spent a few years nosing around in the newfangled science of psychology, and in 1875, he started teaching it at Harvard. At the time, the notion still hanging around from French philosopher René Descartes and other thinkers before him was that the mind and body—the mental and the physical—are two separate and different entities, made out of different stuff.

[image: ]

William James at age 23, in Brazil, 1865. James was seriously ahead of his time, and not just because he looks like he owns a hipster coffee bar with artisanal Wi-Fi. Houghton Library, Harvard University.

As Descartes saw it, your thoughts are the real you—a floating mental you that exists even when your body is gone. Your body is “just a machine”—a pretty groovy machine but really just a big piece of meaty machinery attached to the “thinking thing” that makes up who you are. So, in Descartes’s view, the body doesn’t play a role in who you are. It just carries the real you—the eternal mental you—around for a while, until you die and the body goes bad, like those leftovers you forgot to eat.

William James didn’t buy this notion of the mind and body as separate entities. In fact, it looked to him like they are connected and actually work together. He had been reading Charles Darwin’s observations on how emotions in humans and animals are accompanied by specific physical expressions (like how happiness yanks the facial muscles into a smile, not a sneer). And amazingly—nearly a century before I got results from acting confident like my producer boss—Darwin had this sort of thing figured out, writing, “Even the simulation of an emotion tends to arouse it in our minds.” (If only I’d read more Darwin and less Nancy Drew way back when.)

Darwin also noticed that the physical expression (like smiling or sneering) that goes with a particular emotion could be used as a sort of volume control for the emotion. Increase these physical expressions and you amplify the emotion; decrease them and you dial the emotion down. That’s why, for example, if you’re looking to stop feeling angry, “venting” your anger is actually counterproductive. (Notice that you never hear some MMA fighter murmur, “I feel soooo peaceful and at one with the universe now that I’ve beaten the shit out of that guy.”) As Darwin put it, “He who gives way to violent gestures will increase his rage.”

Darwin’s ideas about the body and mind’s working cooperatively helped lead James to think of emotions in a whole new way. Like Darwin, James contended that emotions aren’t just thinky things—all in our mind—but that they have a “physical basis,” such as the red face, flared nostrils, and clenched teeth of somebody who is seriously pissed off.

But James took this a step further. He began to rethink the order in which we experience and identify emotions. And—radically—he came to the crazy-sounding conclusion that the body is the first responder to emotion-evoking situations and that the mind just comes around in the wake of the body’s face-reddening and teeth-clenching, and all to stick a name tag on what emotion the body is going through: “HELLO, my name is Rage!”

I know; this is a little hard to get a handle on. To help you understand what James was getting at, let’s bring in our pal the bear.

Imagine that you’ve stopped your car by the side of the woods somewhere. You’re stretching your legs and you go a little bit spaceypants for a moment, mesmerized by, I dunno … the sun on a butterfly’s sparkly little wings or something, when—JESUS HELLO KITTY CHRIST ON A ROCKET-POWERED TOBOGGAN!1—there’s a big fucking bear.

You break six international track-and-field records running to your car and throwing yourself inside.

As for the sequence of events and emotions here, common sense says it goes like this:

1. You see the bear.

2. You feel afraid.

3. The fear causes you to run.

However, James felt that things go down in a different order:

1. You see the bear.

2. You run.

3. You feel afraid because you’re running.

That’s right; in James’s version, you see the bear and you run, and you feel afraid because you’re running. In other words, according to James, you arrive at the emotion only after you notice what your body’s up to.

No—it’s not just you. This sounded wacky as hell to me, too.

But the nuances should help. The way James saw it, we don’t run from the bear because we’re consciously afraid; instead, we see the bear and we instinctively bolt—before our conscious mind can make out what’s going on.

As for how this works, James claimed that spotting the bear sends a (split-second) message to our brain’s sensory processing system, triggering automatic bodily responses (like the pounding of the heart and pumping of the adrenal glands). This goes on in the milliseconds before we are even conscious that there’s a bear just feet away from us. According to James, it’s only after our conscious mind—arriving fashionably late to the party—notices all this heart-pumping, adrenaline-surging bodily “commotion” that we become aware that we’re afraid.

Because that’s maybe still a little hard to comprehend, let’s take a brief field trip to the offices of the brain. Let’s say we’ve just encountered that bear—though the news has yet to hit our consciousness department. In these (preconscious) first fractions of a second of our encounter, our eyes upload a picture of the bear. It, in turn, gets whisked off to the thalamus, a section of the brain you could basically think of as a security guard manning a desk in front of two corridors.

It’s the thalamus’s job to simultaneously send the picture down the two corridors. One corridor is short and direct (great for quick decisions about the danger you’re in). The other is longer and windier (with more detailed fact-checking of what exactly you’re dealing with—all the better for more accurate decisions).

The short corridor, which neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux calls the “quick and dirty” path, leads straight from the thalamus to the amygdala, a processing center for environmental stimuli that’s part of our brain’s threat detection system. The amygdala is a set of two lima bean-sized neural bunches that make split-second decisions about what the hell might be going on around us and whether to sound an alarm.

The amygdala works beneath our consciousness, making a rapid-fire comparison of the current input from our environment (bear!) with that from prior situations (from our personal past and our evolutionary past), and then determines the threat level to announce. Meanwhile, up on the longer path, which LeDoux calls “the high road,” the sensory cortex—a sensory information processing department—is left to play catch-up. It does its finer analysis of the environmental input—and perhaps determines that the amygdala was a little hasty in jacking you into a mad dash to your car.

The truth is, the amygdala is often wrong. It typically errs on the side of identifying situations as dangerous and preparing you to escape a threat. However, as evolutionary psychologist Martie Haselton points out, this error-proneness isn’t a bad thing. You’re being pushed to make the least costly mistake, which, for example, would be leaping out of your skin at what turns out to be your asshole friend in a bear suit—as opposed to failing to run from the real deal and ending up the day’s lunch special for the bear family.

SOMETIMES YOUR CONSCIOUSNESS IS UNCONSCIOUS

I get it; even after the brain tour, it’s hard to buy into James’s notion that we’re afraid because we run. James himself is partly to blame. He eventually realized that he’d mucked things up, confusing people by using the example of running from the bear.

James then explained that he’d really meant running to be a sort of shorthand for all the “HOLYSHIT!” bodily processes (like an increased heart rate and blood rushing to your extremities) that go on after your amygdala gets wind of the bear.

And (irritatingly!) because some of James’s language was less than clear, one hundred–plus years after he came up with his theory, some scientists are still squabbling about whether he got the order right. But, more and more, it’s becoming evident that James was onto something. Modern neuroscience research finds that we can have an emotion without even realizing it, because experiencing an emotion doesn’t necessarily start with conscious thought—and may not involve it at all.

For instance, neuroscientist LeDoux gives the example of research subjects being shown pictures of threatening things “in such a way that they are not conscious of” the stimuli (like when the pictures are flashed too fast for the conscious mind to perceive them). These subjects didn’t have any conscious notion that they were afraid. However, the threatening stimuli activated their amygdala, which sounded the alarm, which caused them to sweat, made their heart pound, and made their pupils go wide. This, LeDoux explains, shows that threat detection and response can be “independent of conscious awareness.” To put this another way, sometimes consciousness not only is late to an emotional experience but sleeps through the whole damn thing.

That said, the conscious mind has more to do than sit around courtside looking pretty while the body makes jump shots. Consciousness is the brain’s verification department, and it does its job by looking at the circumstances surrounding the emotion.

Though James made the claim that we can identify one emotion from another through our bodily sensations alone, in 1962 psychologists Stanley Schachter and Jerome Singer pointed out that a number of emotions have very similar bodily responses. For example, you could be breathing heavily because some hottie is putting the moves on you—or because you’re close to learning whether that bear that’s chasing you has flossed recently.

Schachter and Singer explain that it’s your conscious mind that sorts out the nuances of your heavy breathing. It does this by applying context—like by noting whether you’re lost in the woods or lost in somebody’s eyes. Your conscious mind then puts the bodily expression (the heavy breathing) in the correct emotional bin—either Terror (“HolyMcMoly … a BEAR!”) or Lust (“Rip my fucking clothes off already!”). Most helpfully, this sorting via context keeps you from attempting to have sex with the bear or responding to some rock icon’s moves on you by calling for a park ranger to come fast with a tranquilizer gun and a big net.

In other words, though James overreached a bit in downgrading consciousness’s role in emotion, he helped shepherd us into the neighborhood of something important: the notion, confirmed by modern research, that the mind and the body are co-workers in creating our emotional responses.

This is really exciting, because it means that you can deliberately use body movement to shift how you feel. And by repeatedly changing your behavior—like by taking your rightful place at the table instead of automatically crawling under it—you change the way other people see and treat you. So, yes, you really can hose off that loser stench—for good—by using your body as more than just ground transportation for your brain.
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OUR DATE
CUSTOMER SATISFACTION SURVEY

Dear Date,
Ll -
: : Ay [N O
I would like to thank you for choosing me, _Z_. (yourr name here)------ as your date!

i am aware of the many choices of dates you have while living in the New York
metropolitan area, and | appreciate your decision to date me.

I invite you to take a few moments fo fill out the enciosed survey as a way to help me
better serve your needs in the future.

/

A
Il back real soon! ' 4
Call back real soo el /”J,L/ : [ & =

/
| L4 £

------- (your name here)------

Your careful evaiuation of the following details is appreciated:
(please inciude comments on separate page)

CIRCLE ONE

Was your date friendly and personable? YES NO
Did you experience any probiems or discomfort . YES NO
during your date?
if so, were they resolved to your satisfaction? YES NO

Was your date attractively dressed? YES NO
Was your date clean and odor free? YES NO
Were physical encounters pleasurabie? YES NO
Was conversation engaging and fun? YES NO
Did your date listen to what you had to say? YES NO
Were there any problems in the planning stages? YES NO

Would you go on another date with this person? Why or why not? YES/NO/comment
What is your overall assessment of the date? please comment
How might the person you went out with better meet your needs? please comment

Assess your date overall on a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being highest:
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10





