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Introduction: How to Be Filled with Dread

A few years ago, I read The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up by Marie Kondo, and along with everyone else, I decided to declutter my entire apartment of everything that didn’t “spark joy.” I was feeling stuck, and I hoped that getting rid of my stuff would help me feel . . . something. Lighter? Freer? Clearer?

So I got rid of lumpy pillows stuffed in the back of the linen closet. They did not spark joy. I got rid of dresses that were supposed to make me look like a little princess for the musical theater auditions I still forced myself to go to. Joyless. I threw out my little box of mismatched buttons I’d collected over the years. I was never ever going to use them because I am not a quirky seamstress. Goodbye twelve tangled obsolete computer cords! Goodbye broken umbrellas! Goodbye to who I was before! None of these things spark joy. I decluttered and decluttered. I donated and threw out bags and bags of broken kitchen utensils and boots that had never fit, until I was left with a nearly bare apartment.

After a few days, once the temporary high of seeing thirty-five empty hangers in an empty closet wore off, I realized: oh . . . my stuff wasn’t actually the big problem; my life doesn’t spark joy. My life sparks dread. It exhausts me. And it has for a long time.

I was sick of everything. I was sick of auditioning for acting jobs. I was sick of a career that I needed to medicate myself for in order to calm down. I was sick of never feeling like I was doing enough or being productive enough or impressive enough or innovative enough. I was sick of online dating and the drain of bad first dates, and the guilt I felt for wanting to just stay home. And after fifteen years (more than half my life at that point) of self-help books, I was so so sick of trying to self-improve in one way or another.

I was exhausted, but I didn’t feel like I deserved to be exhausted. Most people have way harder lives than me, and most people just push through—because they have to. So, what the hell was wrong with me? Was I weak? Lazy? My burnout seemed like some sort of personal failing. But no matter how ridiculous or weak I thought it looked on the outside, I couldn’t deny it: I was exhausted. I was burnt out. And I could either keep going the way I was going and probably get even more tired, or do something about it.

The truth is, the exhaustion went beyond physical exhaustion (even though physical exhaustion was definitely part of it). The exhaustion was stemming from an even deeper place. I had been operating under so many beliefs that I had never consciously recognized. Beliefs about human worth tied to our productivity: You must always be productive. You must always be improving. You can only relax once you reach your goal and become more impressive. I never felt like I was allowed to just . . . be. And I didn’t think I was allowed to accept myself the way I was, because the way I was wasn’t good enough. I was deeply flawed. And I thought until I fixed all my flaws, I had to suffer. I was never able to enjoy and relax, not only because I’d chosen a life and career that was so nerve-racking to me, but also because I was constantly supposed to be self-improving and getting somewhere else. And because the goalpost is always moving, and I never actually got there, it never ended. I never felt calm. And it was frying my nerves.

Usually, when I started feeling this way, I looked for a self-help book to help me figure out what was wrong with me, and how to fix it. But this time, something inside me told me that instead of reading another self-help book that promised to heal me on a cellular level from the inside out, what I really needed was to stop. After more than a decade dedicated to rabid self-improvement, the answer for my exhaustion wasn’t more self-improvement. It couldn’t be. I’d already tried that over and over. I didn’t want to be a project anymore. Honestly, I was too tired to be a never-ending project. Right now, the only answer that felt relieving to me was rest. Rest from self-improvement. Rest from the grind. And if at all possible, rest from my own cruel mind.

When you’re burnt out, the answer isn’t more pressure. It’s less. I needed to, somehow, get off the hamster wheel I was on. I needed existential rest. I needed soul rest. I needed to opt out of the entire story I’d written for myself about what I was “supposed to be doing.” We live in a culture that doesn’t really understand or respect burnout. We all soak in this belief that exhaustion is weak and that we all need to just buck up and be a little bit less lazy. That’s what I’d been trying to do. But it wasn’t working for me. So, I needed to give myself permission to opt out of our entire culture that tells us we’re never good enough and never doing enough. I needed to figure out if it was even possible to wake up every morning and not feel guilt or dread.

Four years earlier, I realized that dieting and trying to lose weight over and over again had run me ragged. Dieting messed me up physically and mentally and emotionally. So, I decided to stop dieting. I bought bigger pants. I deliberately unlearned most of our misguided cultural beliefs about food and weight and health. I examined some of the root causes of my body fixation—and it all eventually became The F*ck It Diet book.

My decision to opt out of our cultural diet mania completely changed my life, but after a few years I realized that I still had cultural expectations about everything else, not just food and weight. Diet culture pushes the belief that we should always be striving for control over food and over our bodies. It says that less food and being thinner is always better. But diet culture is actually just a subset of our culture at large that’s obsessed with control, and hustling, and personal responsibility, and hyper-productivity. And when I addressed my relationship with food, I’d only actually addressed a small part of a bigger cultural paradigm that worships control and self-punishment. So, now I needed to say “f*ck it” to all the other cultural expectations that were still invisibly strangling me. I had to address hustle culture’s hold over me, where every single fucking second of the day I expected myself to be working, hustling, and being productive. And the way I was deciding to opt out? I was going to rest. I was going to give myself a significant healing period of rest. And, just to be extra dramatic, I decided I was going to give myself two full years to rest. I wanted it to feel radical. And epic. And I felt like one year just wasn’t going to be long enough.

Now, when I say rest, most people imagine that I’m saying either: rest from work, rest from physical activity, or good old-fashioned sleep. And while those things are great and important and absolutely a part of rest, I’m actually talking about something even bigger than just sitting still or lying down or doing less. I didn’t want to approach rest as just an activity to check off my to-do list (though that’s fine too!), I wanted to approach it as a sort of . . . way of life. I knew that just sitting around or forcing myself to lie down wasn’t going to be enough. I had to release my stress over it. I had to release my resistance and guilt. I had to radically allow the act of rest. I needed permission to rest as an antidote to the anxiety and burnout I’d been experiencing for years.

I still had to work. I wasn’t going to be just lying around for two years. So, my rest was about working through the beliefs I had around rest and relaxation in the first place. I needed to actually figure out how to operate in my life in a more restful way—long term. Not just with work, but with everything. With the way I talked to myself. With the expectations I put on myself. With the constant feeling that I was supposed to be doing more. I needed to give myself permission to chill out, even when I was working. I needed to untangle myself from the pressure I was constantly putting on myself. I needed to work on the guilt and antsy-ness that was programmed into my cells every time I did try to chill out. It didn’t mean I wasn’t going to work for two years—but I was going to stop pursuing a career that has chewed me up and spat me out. It didn’t mean I wasn’t going to exercise or get anything done or spend twenty hours a day in bed, but the energy I approached my life with was going to be very different. Hopefully. That was my goal at least. My new goal was rest, and radical permission to rest.

Years ago, while I was unlearning everything our culture teaches us about weight and health and food, I learned about the social determinants of health. And I was shocked. Why doesn’t anybody seem to care about the social determinants of health?! No mainstream conversation is talking about it?! All we talk about is losing weight and eating “clean” and exercise and the newest fad diets. The mainstream dialogue never mentions the fact that chronic stress, poor sleep, poverty, racism, and all kinds of oppression affect our health, more than anything we eat.

Instead of giving people the well-rounded health care they need: sleep, support, access to doctors, trauma-informed therapy, a safe space to heal, and permission to rest, we are usually flippantly told to go on another diet and lose weight. Or go on a cleanse. Or intermittent fast. Or go keto. “Just lose weight! It’s easy!” As if “lose weight” isn’t already proven to backfire 95 percent of the time and lead to weight cycling, which often exacerbates chronic health issues. As if drinking celery juice or going keto weren’t already accessible only to wealthy people, not to mention completely unhelpful for most people. No one is talking about the thing that matters even more: Access to rest. Access to peace.

This book is about my own experience in a culture that encourages productivity and “personal responsibility” at all costs. It ran me into the ground. And I’m sharing my story because I know I am not alone. You are not alone. So many of us are burning ourselves out trying to be the “best versions of ourselves.” But what if the expectations we’ve taken on are unfair? What if the game is rigged? What if we are seeking something created by marketing companies and glorified by magazines and Instagram influencers? What if what we think is the best version of ourselves is actually an impossible version of ourselves? What if we’ll be exhausted until we untangle ourselves from that pressure?

So many of us are impossibly hard on ourselves. So many of us are constantly seeking beauty and thinness through extreme dieting and searching for miracle cures through spiritual self-help. So many of us are seeking excellence and approval through soul-crushing workaholism. So many of us are trying to force ourselves into boxes we don’t fit in and don’t belong in. So many of us are trying to have it all and ignoring our body’s signs of burnout.

That was my experience. And no matter what it looked like on the outside, stress and self-hatred were eroding me from the inside out.

In this book I’m going to tell you my story, and how I was always convinced there was something horribly wrong with me—and the exhausting things I did to try to fix myself. I’m not telling my story because I think it’s the most dramatic or horrible or exhausting or interesting story ever. I really don’t. But telling you some of my story will help me get to a common thread for so many of us: being convinced there is something wrong and broken inside us. These are the things that will continue to exhaust all of us, until we see them for what they are. So, I’m going to tell you about my perfectionism, my self-help obsession, my undiagnosed eating disorder, and how our culture applauded my extremism every step of the way. Everywhere I looked, it felt like I was being encouraged to push even harder. Keep trying to improve! And so—I did. There are so many ways we are encouraged to torture ourselves to become and stay impressive—and usually it doesn’t fucking work. And it isn’t fucking worth it.

And then I’m going to tell you how I broke my cycle of exhaustion. I mean . . . don’t get me wrong, I still get stressed. I still get tired. But it’s way better than it was, because I have a different relationship with rest and productivity. After years of running myself ragged, I finally learned how to prioritize my own peace. I want that for you too.




How to Not Be a Psychopath

Last night in bed, I googled “Do sociopaths like dogs?” and I lay there reading the responses from self-identified sociopaths and psychopaths on Quora until after midnight. So, I’m very tired today—and angry with myself. But I learned a lot. I learned that, yes, sociopaths like owning dogs, because dogs are obedient and trusting and easily manipulated. Which is upsetting, because I was hoping that a dog could be my man filter so I don’t accidentally end up marrying a murderer one day.

I learned a lot last night, actually. I learned the difference between sociopaths and psychopaths. It’s mostly a nature vs. nurture thing (at least according to what I read last night—I am in no way a psychopath expert). Apparently, sociopaths are made, and psychopaths are born. Psychopaths are literally born with a different brain—a smaller amygdala—and do not feel anxiety or fear. Whaaaaat? No anxiety or fear? They don’t have the capacity to feel fear like most other humans. And they have no conscience. No little voice telling them that what they’re doing is wrong. Obviously, that can create major problems, like serial killers and cult leaders and diabolical CEOs, but before thinking about the problems, I tried to imagine what it would feel like to not feel fear or anxiety. And I felt immediately jealous.

Can you imagine how freeing that would be? To walk around life like you’re in a video game? To feel like a god among stupid humans? No doubt? No constant self-nagging and self-worry? No incessant voice in your head telling you you’re doing life wrong? Wow. Not fair.

After a minute of imagining the fantasy freedom of psychopathy, I decided that even if I had a choice, no, I would not choose psychopathy. Psychopathy is not the answer to our exhaustion. I mean, maybe it actually is, but I know that we’d just be trading one problem for another, bigger problem.

But . . . no anxiety? I’d sleep like a baby. I mean . . . I’d sleep like a psychopath.

I didn’t actually realize how much anxiety I had until a few years ago. I know . . . that seems like a hard thing to miss, but for so long, I really thought that this was just what life was. Dread! All the time! I thought that my constant feelings of dread were happening because I had things that I needed to fix and figure out and conquer, and that once I finally fixed and figured out and conquered them, all my feelings of general dread would go away. I didn’t identify it as anxiety, I thought it was just the reality of having a million things about myself that I needed to improve. And I thought that once I improved, I wouldn’t feel so scared and miserable anymore. In a way it’s how so many of us are primed to think, hoping that the next product we buy, or the next program we complete, is going to finally fix our brokenness and make us peaceful and content.

I’ve now realized that some anxiety is normal and the result of being a non-psychopath human with a normal nervous system and a normal-sized amygdala. Some anxiety is chemical and genetic. Some is the result of unresolved trauma and the body being stuck in a “fight, flight, or freeze” state. And some is from learned beliefs.

My internal thermostat is always set to the “mildly anxious” setting, and sometimes it breaks and overheats into the “very anxious” setting, and I need to open the windows and let the air in and call the electrician. I’m guessing that for me, at least part of it is genetic, and unfortunately, it’s just the way it is.

But a lot of my anxiety stemmed from believing that I was constantly supposed to be impressing people. And it started back in 1990, when my parents realized that I had a really good singing voice for a toddler. I don’t know what that realization process was like, and I don’t know what a good-singing toddler sounds like, but as far back as I can remember, I have been told I have an absolutely amazing singing voice. And as far back as I can remember, I have been singing for people, and have been very stressed about it.

“Caroline, you’re such a good singer [for a three-year-old], will you stand up on this coffee table and sing a little song for all your aunts and uncles?”

“Yes! Do you want me to sing ‘I’m a Little Dutch Girl’? Or ‘How Are Things in Glocca Morra’?”

I felt a constant need to impress people. And then once they were impressed, it didn’t get easier, because then I had to keep people impressed. The constant expectation of performing and impressing people started to stress me out.

I did love singing. But even more than that, I learned to love impressing people. And I became very, very stressed about my voice from a very young age. I was very critical of my singing from a young age because I wanted to live up to the hype! I didn’t want to let my peeps down! I couldn’t let down Great-Aunt Bernie! She just told everyone in the room how great I am!

What happens to a person’s brain when they are constantly getting praise for something that stresses them out? This dynamic came to haunt me, and will haunt this very book, and it only got worse and worse the more people were part of the hype cycle, and the more high-stakes the performing venues became. This happens to a lot of us, I think. We’re all so caught up being impressive or worth something and holding on to whatever praise we get that we don’t often stop to consider whether it’s actually worth it. Can’t we just live?! Can’t we just enjoy life’s little pleasures without worrying that we are unimpressive?

So to any four-year-olds who are reading this book, here is my advice to you: do not take your singing voice too seriously, because your perfectionism might backfire on you with debilitating shakiness and performance anxiety, and the one thing you could have truly loved will come to haunt you and make you cry. And even at thirty-one, when you are singing at your best friend’s wedding, instead of joy you will only feel terror. Instead, maybe just lurk in the background and become OK with simple joys and not being the center of attention. It is more peaceful there.

Anxiety is exhausting. It’s depleting. It’s distracting. And it affects your mind and your body. And, if you are not a psychopath, you probably have some anxiety. It’s to be expected. The question I think we eventually have to ask ourselves is: How much of our anxiety is inherent and chemical and unavoidable, and how much of it is learned and accidentally perpetuated?

I eventually realized that at least a chunk of my anxiety was coming from learned beliefs and cultural pressures I’d taken on. A million little beliefs I never ever questioned. I just let them run my life and the way I felt. Beliefs like: “You should always be trying to manage your weight, or else you’re irresponsible.” “You can’t trust anything, you have to tightly control everything or it’ll all fall apart.” “You’d better live up to the expectations people had of you in high school.” (Why?) Decluttering a lot of my learned beliefs brought me a lot of peace, and I was finally able to access more calm because I wasn’t being ruled by ridiculous things from my subconscious. But I want to be clear that it never “cured” my anxiety. I still have it. In fact, understanding that there are probably always going to be unavoidable factors that affect our anxiety can help us take some of the pressure off. It’s OK to have anxiety! It’s OK to get stressed. We’re human. Life is scary. In fact, sometimes anxiety is intuition and your body communicating with you, which is another reason it is so important to learn how to feel and trust what’s going on in your body. But it’s also OK to try to manage your anxiety and support your mental health. The expectation that we can and should be completely curing ourselves of anxiety (or any other pain) with just a little self-help can become toxic in its own way. It’s just setting us up to fail and—ironically—probably leading to more anxiety.




How to Be Cult Susceptible

I think a lot about cults. And extremism. And zealotry. I think a lot about the difference between believing in something (generally: positive) and dogmatic cult mentality (generally: negative). And the truth is that the line between the two is very fuzzy.

I have always been what you could call . . . cult susceptible. First of all, I’m extremely gullible. Second, I love getting approval from authority figures. Third, I have a frighteningly vivid imagination, where the line between reality and fantasy sometimes gets blurred. Fourth, I have always been seeking answers and meaning and healing and understanding. Fifth, I am open to believing in magical things we can’t see.

So, I have often crossed the line over into dogmatic cult mentality, first with different religious beliefs, then with diets, and eventually: spiritual self-help. I never joined any actual cult cults (that I know of . . . ), but I sought miracle cures with a desperate and frenzied cult mentality.

Now, I don’t want to be flippant about cults. There is a difference between destructive cults and cult mentality. Destructive cults use deception and deliberate mind-control techniques to cause harm. Cult mentality is also a big part of destructive cults, but cult mentality is actually a very common phenomenon beyond formal cults. Cult mentality is the kind of extremism that has people believing “our way is the one true way.” It’s the rejection of any uncertainty and any doubt, and the conviction that you and your community are the good ones. And the scary part is that this extremist way of thinking is not reserved for actual cults. No. It’s the way humans relate to everything. Religion, diets, CrossFit, politics, our countries . . . and even medicine and science. We love to buy into an ideology and make it our worldview. It’s simpler that way. We love to give over all our power and autonomy to a guru or belief system or diet or self-help methodology or health practice. We are all looking for meaning, belonging, and a feeling of safety, and sometimes it just feels easier to let someone else tell us what to think and what to do. Sometimes it just feels easier to believe that we’ve found something that will save us.

It’s hardwired into us to seek community and belonging and meaning. We are seeking the safety of a tribe. We are seeking the safety of a shared worldview. And this is totally warranted. We need connection. We aren’t meant to do this life thing all alone. And in modern society, when the majority of our social interactions are online, and we are doing even more remotely post-COVID, we are craving that connection even more. Unfortunately, it can backfire on us and lead to an “us versus them” mentality, which is a huge component of cult mentality. “We are right. They are wrong.” Our extremist thinking is just a coping mechanism. Black-and-white thinking feels easier than being open to nuance, and doubt, and how complicated life really is.

It’s easy to see extremism in relation to spirituality, but people can have a cultlike mentality about anything—including science. It’s called scientism, where scientific beliefs are seen as immune to scrutiny or inquiry. A lot of times, scientific theories and current medicine and current research are considered absolute, without remembering that our understanding of what we call science changes and evolves as we learn more. There is always more to learn in science. It is not static—and it never has been. In an article in Quartz called “Be Careful, Your Love of Science Looks a Lot Like Religion,” author Jamie Holmes wrote, “faith in science can serve the same mentally-stabilizing function as religious beliefs.” We do it with a lot of things. In fact, you could replace the word “science” in that article title with “diets,” or “health,” or “work,” because we can have a dogmatic, cultlike relationship with anything. And a lot of us do.

A lot of cults, and culty groups, and culty ideologies, actually start out with some really great, noble ideas, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that extremism usually becomes a runaway train. Even the current trend of “keeping people accountable” on social media, though well intentioned, often slips into a cultlike ideology and mob mentality. Because once you’re not allowed to question something, and are encouraged to punish and excommunicate people, and are peer pressured to follow along for fear of retaliation, I mean . . . that sounds a lot like how cults operate to me. My point is: no group is immune to cult mentality, no matter what the initial intent of the group is. It is human nature. The mentality of “this way is the one true way” is dangerous because it doesn’t allow you to think for yourself or allow for nuance. It’s a big reason that self-help has a dark side. It’s the reason that people claiming to have the one true cure can take advantage of sick or desperate people. It’s the reason that multilevel marketing exists, and why so many people buy in and pay the initiation fees, and keep going even though they’ve gone into debt buying the essential oils. It’s the reason why Scientology exists. It’s the reason why there has historically been so much abuse of power in religions. And it’s the reason why so many of us treat our diets like a religion. In so many ways, dieting is our new religion. It fills the same role that religion used to. It’s the way we try to stay safe, pure, and moral.

The same assurance that religions give people, diets give people too. It takes out the guesswork. It gives you a simple worldview. There are rules to follow. There are activities to take part in. There are community members to connect with. There is a path. There is a goal. And the promise is that if we follow the rules, we will be saved. Either by absolving us of our sins and getting us into heaven, or, with diets, by keeping illness at bay and, usually, the unspoken promise: making you hot.

The problem is that this way of thinking also sets people up to be manipulated and exploited. When your group positions itself as having all the solutions, and sets up the “us vs. them” dynamic, you’re always at risk of losing the safety of the group. You’re always at risk of being “othered.” You’ve been given community and acceptance and endowed with purity for following the rules and being a good member, but you have to keep following the rules to keep up your status. That’s how cults work. It’s how the more dogmatic and culty religions work. And it’s how the more dogmatic and culty diets work. And it’s how our culture at large works. We have to stay impressive. We have to keep up the hustle. We have to lose weight. We have to keep up with social media, post things that make us look cool, make that money, get that promotion, and work through the weekend. And then keep doing it! Maybe forever! And it’s exhausting.




How to Secure a Miracle Tooth

When I was eight, my mouth x-rays came back showing that in nine places where there were supposed to be adult teeth waiting in the gums (to eventually come down and push out the baby teeth), there were nine missing teeth. Nine. And most of the ones that were there were small and in the wrong places. Some were actually in a position to push out two baby teeth, but only replace it with one, small adult tooth.

Missing nine adult teeth is missing . . . a lot of teeth. But back then, I wasn’t particularly concerned. I had baby teeth, so . . . calm down everyone, please. It’s going to be fine! When my mom tried to explain it all to me in the car after the dentist appointment where they showed her the x-rays, all she ended up doing was crying. I remember telling her everything was going to be OK. I figured it would be OK because I could just keep my tiny teeth forever. (Sorry . . . no.)

My mom was trying to understand why this had happened. Why?! Where did I go wrong?! The thing she landed on was: calcium. I’d been diagnosed lactose intolerant by a doctor when I was two. Also . . . I’m not actually lactose intolerant, even though my mom actually is. I think I just had a stomach bug at the time. Either way, our family had been essentially dairy-free for my entire childhood. (Except for my dad buying himself his own skim milk. Rebel.)

She realized: “It must be calcium! Caroline must be calcium deficient. Calcium = Bones = Teeth! UGH!” So, my mom became obsessed with having me take calcium supplements. It’s important to note that tooth buds develop in the womb—so logic (and science) would tell you that this had nothing to do with my childhood calcium intake. And my mom had basically lived on skim milk while she was pregnant with me, before she (actually) developed lactose intolerance. A doctor recently told me that a mother’s lead exposure can affect the development of tooth buds in utero. I cannot confirm this is true, but if it is, it makes way more sense, and also potentially explains a host of other things . . . but back then, calcium intake was the thing she could control, and try to control it she did.

My parents knew that my toothlessness meant I was either going to be mostly toothless my whole life, or I was going to have to get lots of mouth surgeries done at some point—probably in my teens or twenties once I looked like an adult but still had a mouth half-filled with baby teeth. But before we got there, not only was my mom going to bribe me to take calcium, she was going to try to appeal to the Lord above, who had smitten me with semi-toothlessness, and ask for a tooth miracle.

My mom decided to take a bottle of liquid calcium to church, and instead of eating the eucharist (“the body of Christ/cracker”), she covertly shoved it into the bottle of calcium and brought it home to me. This would be our miracle elixir. This would be the focus of our prayer. She would spoon-feed me this now-holy calcium once a day, while we prayed for miracle teeth.

(You’re not supposed to use “the body of Christ” like holy water, but she had to do what she had to do for her miracle/spell/prayer.)

My mom grew up in the 1960s, hoping she was maybe a witch like Samantha Stephens from Bewitched. I think Catholicism gave her the feeling that she could do white magic and call it holiness. So, she drew a cross in Sharpie on the calcium bottle’s label. And every day, for a couple of weeks, she would sit me down, pray about teeth, and feed me liquid calcium from a spoon. Then, of course, life got in the way, and we stopped the holy sacrament of calcium. And we did this off and on for months.

I hated this whole thing. I thought it was weird. The calcium tasted bad. I would be happily living my life with my tiny teeth, avoiding my homework and making Kid Pix on the family computer, and she would interrupt me and tell me we had to go pray and take calcium because we had already forgotten every day this week so far.

She needed my dedication, because without it, we just kept dropping the ball. So, she bribed me with guinea pigs if I promised to remember to take the magical calcium every day for one month. So, I got serious, and we performed the holy sacrament of calcium every day for a month, and I got two guinea pigs that I didn’t pay enough attention to, and to this day I still have nightmares that I go down into my parents’ basement and there are hundreds of pets that I forgot about that have been slowly starving for the past twenty years.

The next time I went to the orthodontist, they took new x-rays. They were going to try to make a plan to move forward with my jacked-up mouth, because, beyond aesthetics, missing that many adult teeth is a legitimate functional problem. Baby teeth have little roots and do not last forever, and they do not fit into a normal adult jaw bite. And I needed teeth in order to do my favorite childhood activity: eat snacks.

But the second x-ray they got back showed there was a new tooth in the gums that didn’t exist in the x-rays from the year before. They compared the two images and were genuinely stumped. It wasn’t actually possible to have a tooth appear at nine years old because, again, the tooth buds form before you’re born, and they are already fully formed in childhood. The dentists brushed it off as an error in the first x-ray and told my mom the tooth couldn’t possibly be normal, so they would have to operate and remove it from my gums. (If you think about it, that logic doesn’t add up. Why are you removing it if it was just a tooth that was missed in the first x-ray?) They cut open my gums and removed what was a perfect and normal canine tooth.

I currently have a dental bridge in my mouth where that perfect canine tooth could have been. My mom was in the room while it happened, looked at the dentist, and said, “What is wrong with that tooth?” And he said, “I . . . don’t know. Nothing.”

God’s Holy Calcium gave us a miracle tooth and we trampled all over his magic. We literally pulled out the miracle and we threw it in the trash.

Is this weird? Yes. Absolutely. Was there really a tooth miracle? You can decide for yourself. Is this just our lead poisoning leading to toothlessness and delusions? Honestly, it’s very possible. But this whole experience was very formative for me. It set up very early that when things go wrong in your body, it’s because you did something wrong! We must have caused it! And that we should always be trying to fix our bodies and exert control over our circumstances. Now, there’s nothing wrong with problem solving. There’s nothing wrong with trying to improve your situation. But trying to anxiously exert control over my body with magical thinking is something I really ran with in the years following.

The other dynamic that it set up was: dentists? X-rays? Unreliable. Praying over a bottle of calcium and asking for the impossible? More reliable than dentists and modern medicine. Even though I thought the calcium ritual was annoying and weird, it maybe . . . worked? Maybe? And because of that, I subconsciously filed away “prayer” and “seeking outright miracles” as a legitimate avenue for getting what I wanted.




How to Email God

A few years after the miracle tooth saga, my mom set up an AOL email account where she could send all her prayers. She was looking for something that would help her with prayer organization. I mean, hey, maybe if she’d had more organization, we wouldn’t have dropped the ball on calcium, and I’d have a mouth full of beautiful, miracle teeth.

The logical solution? She made an email account for God, and then she sent her prayers to the email address. She told me I could send prayers to God’s email too, but I never did because I didn’t trust that my mom wasn’t checking the account.

To be clear, my issue with cult mentality, or prayer, or magical thinking, is not actually about believing in things that seem ridiculous or out there. I love believing in seemingly ridiculous, out-there things. My issue is with the certainty that people start to have about their beliefs, and then imposing that certainty on other people.

I have always had an on-again, off-again relationship with God/the Universe/spirituality—however you want to imagine it. I go through phases. And I have lots of God trust issues. But really, I think that’s OK. I think doubt is healthy. I’m more wary of people who are 100 percent sure about invisible things.

I believe in some sort of God, I just have a lot of questions. So, if I were to send God an email today, this is probably what I’d write:

To: GodEmailOfficial@aol.com

Subject: Hello! Questions!

Hi God,

Uh . . . How are you?

I have been trying to get in touch throughout the years, but I haven’t heard back. Actually, I might’ve heard back, but I have a hard time confirming if it’s you or not. Which is a problem. Can we clear up the communication issues? In general? A lot of people are saying a lot of things that you apparently want or think. And it’s creating DRAMA down here.

Also, my first draft of this email was nine pages long, but I cut it down because I didn’t want to overwhelm you. I have a lot of questions. In no particular order, these are just a few things I would love to understand more, to start:

1. Invisibility.

I’m extremely frustrated about the invisibility factor. Why is there so much secrecy? Why are we expected to have faith in something that is impossible to prove? It is asking too much of me. And it is asking too much of humans. It is asking us both to suffer and have jobs we hate and be exhausted and get sore throats and lose people we love—and also be faced with this constant existential drama of being expected to believe in something that we may be fully insane to believe in.

I just . . . I just don’t think this setup is fair. And I would like to hear you address this.

2. Are You . . . the Universe?

Like . . . what am I supposed to be imagining when I imagine you? You’re not actually a bearded man on a cloud but more like . . . formless? Genderless? Should you go by they/them and not he? Real question. And are you everywhere? Are you sparkles? Are you the sun? WHAT is up? I’m confused.

Also, what do you want? Like, what do you want and also what is the point? Of all of this?

3. Is Science Spirituality?

Is it one and the same? Like, a tree growing from a seed is science and magic. (That’s smart, I know. I think I heard someone say that before, though, so it’s not my idea.)

OK, that’s it for now . . . I have a lot more questions (and lots of requests), but I’ll write my requests in a follow-up email. Thank you for listening.

Honestly, please respond.

With gratitude (I promise!),

Caroline (Dooner)

I don’t know exactly what I believe, but I do believe that there is something out there, nudging us toward truth. And what I’ve also learned is we can’t hear it when we are busy, exhausted, and distracted by the stupid trappings of modern life.

I think we are all intuitive. And I think if we were given the permission to trust our gut, and the space to trust our gut, we’d spend less time trying to conform and fit in, and more time doing what fulfills us. We’d spend less time fighting who we really are, and more time being who we really are. But we aren’t taught to trust our gut, we are taught to follow the rules. And the more people who start trusting their gut, the less people would follow the rules, and the more people would break free.

In the cult NXIVM, part of the cult brainwashing was getting people to distrust any negative emotion they had. If they had a negative emotion, or a bad feeling, it was their fault. It was a sign they had to do more work on themselves, emotionally and spiritually. It was a sign that they weren’t doing enough work on themselves. It was a sign that they needed the cult even more. That meant that whenever they felt like something was off with the rules or the teachings, they’d already been programmed not to trust themselves. It was a them problem. They were taught to actively distrust their gut.

This is a more extreme version of what we are all programmed to do. We assume that society is right, and we are wrong. The business we work for is right, and we are wrong. Our family, religion, diet, political party is right, and we just need to follow. A lot of us suppress who we really are, what we really want to do, and how we really want to express ourselves so we can fit in with the group. We want that safety and approval. And of course we do. It can be dangerous to be different. People are still physically attacked for being different. The high rate of abuse and violence toward trans and nonbinary people is just one example of the risk it sometimes takes to just be who you are. People whose truths don’t line up with the group they’re affiliated with have to make a calculated risk to listen to their gut and have a chance at happiness, or bury it and stay safe but betray themselves.

One of the things that keeps us from trusting our gut is that we have no time to hear it in the first place. And even when we do have time, we are filling that time constantly. Especially now with smartphones and social media, we are on our phones nonstop. There is always a TV show to watch. A notification to read. A podcast to listen to. Believe me, I’m no monk. I haven’t mastered this at all. All I know is that when I deliberately take the time to do less, and fight my urge to fill up every single second of free time with a distraction, I hear myself more. I am more in touch with my gut. I can sense that force out there, or maybe inside, nudging me toward truth.

But usually, I don’t feel it. Usually I’m scrolling my phone, and I hear nothing at all.
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