
		
			
				[image: Book cover image]

		

	
		
		
			
			Also by Heather Havrilesky

			Disaster Preparedness

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: HOW TO BE A PERSON IN THE WORLD Ask Polly’s Guide Through the Paradoxes of Modern Life Heather Havrilesky Doubleday New ]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Copyright © 2016 by Heather Havrilesky

			Illustrations copyright © 2016 by Penelope Metcalf

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			www.doubleday.com

			DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Several pieces first appeared, in slightly different form, in the following publications: The Awl, Ask Polly (www.theawl.com): “The Cheat Sheet” originally published as “Give Me One Reason Why I Shouldn’t Cheat On My Wife?” (July 10, 2013), “Mourning Glory” originally published as “Last Year My Dad Died Unexpectedly and I Can’t Get Over It” (April  30, 2014), “That Bitter Aftertaste” originally published as “I Feel Bitter About All My Exes and I Can’t Get Over It” (August 28, 2013), “What Would Kanye Do?” originally published as “How Do I Find True Love and Stop Dating Half-Assed Men?” (October 16, 2013), and “Why Don’t the Men I Date Ever Love Me?” originally published as “Why Don’t the Men I Date Ever Truly Love Me?” (September 3, 2014). New York magazine’s blog, The Cut (http://nymag.com/​thecut/): “The Bean Eaters” originally published as “Aging Is Scary and Life Is a Struggle. Why Keep Going?” (September 17, 2014), “Career or Baby?” originally published as “Should I Have a Baby or Establish My Career First?” (April 15, 2015), and “Making Friends (Out of Nothing at All)” originally published as “How Am I Supposed to Make Friends in My Late 20’s?” (August 27, 2014).

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Havrilesky, Heather.

			How to be a person in the world : ask Polly’s guide through the paradoxes of modern life / Heather Havrilesky.—1 Edition.

			pages cm

			ISBN 978-0-385-54039-1 (hardcover)—ISBN 978-0-385-54040-7 (eBook) 1. Self-actualization (Psychology) I. Title.

			BF637.S4.H3757 2016

			070.4'44—dc23

			2015023592

			Ebook ISBN 9780385540407

			Cover design by Linda Huang

			v4.1_r3

			ep

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Heather Havrilesky

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

				Author’s Note

			

			
				Part I: Flaws Become You

				
					Here Comes the (Anxious) Bride

				

				
					My Mind Likes Imagining Boys

				

				
					The Poisons of Materialism

				

				
					Am I Too Weird?

				

				
					Crushed by an STD

				

			

			
				Part II: You Are Uniquely Qualified to Bring You the World

				
					What Would Kanye Do?

				

				
					My Boyfriend Has Never Had a Job

				

				
					Devil Town

				

				
					Commitmentphobes of N.Y.C.

				

			

			
				Part III: Reckoning, Anger, and Obsession

				
					The Cheat Sheet

				

				
					I’m Tired of Being So Nice

				

				
					The Weight of Rage

				

				
					Cheaters Become You

				

				
					That Bitter Aftertaste

				

			

			
				Part IV: Weepiness Is Next to Godliness

				
					Drunk No More

				

				
					I’m Dating My Best Friend’s Ex

				

				
					How Do I Get Over This Betrayal?

				

				
					Why Don’t the Men I Date Ever Love Me?

				

			

			
				Part V: Identity and Becoming an Artist (Whether You Make Art or Not)

				
					Land of the Lost Artist

				

				
					Lame Job, Lame Life

				

				
					Do I Make Music or Have a Family?

				

				
					This Job Is Killing Me

				

			

			
				Part VI: The Uncertainty Principle

				
					Making Friends (Out of Nothing at All)

				

				
					I’m Thirty-Eight and Everything Is Awful

				

				
					Don’t Shy Away

				

				
					I Don’t Know

				

				
					Career or Baby?

				

			

			
				Part VII: Beauty in the Breakdown

				
					I Feel Haunted by My Affair

				

				
					The Good Wife

				

				
					Full Disclosure

				

				
					Mourning Glory

				

				
					The Bean Eaters

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			For Bill, Ivy, Claire, and Zeke

		

	
		
		
			
			Author’s Note

			In the fall of 2012, I pitched an existential advice column to The Awl, a website that publishes smart, original takes on modern culture. At the time, I was a regular contributor to the New York Times Magazine, writing mostly essays about pop culture, and I had a column called the Best-Seller List in Bookforum. I’d spent seven years as a TV critic for Salon.com, I’d written a cartoon called Filler for Suck.com (the Internet’s first daily website!) for five years before that, and I’d answered advice letters on my own blog as early as 2001.

			But this was something new. I’d never dished up advice to a wider audience. When The Awl’s co-founder, Choire Sicha, said yes to my idea, he made it clear that the column could be anything I wanted it to be. But what did I want it to be? Obviously, I had all kinds of outspoken, sometimes unwelcome advice to offer friends, family, and complete strangers alike. I’d been handing out unsolicited advice for years. But did I want the column to be funny? Did I want to use the column to rail against the scourge of passivity and avoidance in modern relationships or to address our culture’s burdensome fixation on constant self-improvement? Did I want to sneak in some commentary on troubled friendships, Kanye West, weddings, rescue dogs, luxe brands, commitmentphobic men, property ownership, the artist’s life, pushy mothers-in-law, or Game of Thrones?

			
			As it turned out, I wanted to do all of these things, and eventually I did. But when I was sitting down to write my first weekly column, I just felt scared. “Who do I think I am, giving other people advice?” I thought. “I’m not qualified for this! I don’t have it all figured out. What the hell am I doing?”

			I’ve been asking myself that same question every week for four years now. And when Stella Bugbee, the editorial director for New York magazine’s website The Cut, approached me about taking my advice column over to her site, I wondered what she was thinking. Sure, this meant a much larger audience for Ask Polly and more money for me. But did she really know what she was signing on to? “You know my column is three thousand words long every week, and half of those words are ‘fuck,’ right?” I asked her. Somehow, this didn’t scare her off.

			I don’t always feel qualified to guide other people to a better life. As a writer, even when I’m sitting down to start a book review or a cultural essay, as I’ve done professionally for years now, the blank page mocks me. “What could you possibly have to say?” it asks. “When are you going to give this up and do something useful with your life?” The blank page can be a real asshole sometimes.

			Still, nothing I do brings me more happiness than writing Ask Polly. I’m not always sure of the right answer for any letter, whether someone is dealing with depression and anxiety, a go-nowhere job, a series of not-quite boyfriends, or an overly critical parent. But I do know for certain that when I reach out as far as I can to another person, using my words—my awkward, angry, uplifting, uncertain, joyful, clumsy words (half of which are still “fuck”)—some kind of magic happens. There is magic that comes from reaching out. I don’t believe in many things, but I believe in that, with all of my heart.
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			Here Comes the (Anxious) Bride

			Dear Polly,

			I am getting married in June, and I am the first child in my family to be getting married. I have a younger brother and a younger sister, both of whom I am very close with. Throughout the wedding planning process, I have tried to be very nondramatic and very non-Bridezilla-y, but when my sister (also my maid of honor) recently asked if she could bring her foreign boyfriend to meet my parents for the first time and also attend the wedding, I immediately and adamantly refused her.

			My sister, since entering college, has far and away been considered the hot sister. When we are together, other people, including our own relatives and family friends, often mistake her for the older sister because she looks more mature and sophisticated. Not only is she a talented amateur photographer, but she also spent a gap year in Europe and is now trilingual. She also managed to get into the Ivy League that my parents wish I had gotten into, and enjoys the kind of popularity I have never experienced in my life (nor will I ever experience). I, on the other hand, could aptly be considered the nerdy sister, who was smart and always did things the “right” way but will never be glamorous or nearly as interesting. We were never that competitive as children, because our age gap made a big difference then, but now I have absurd conniptions of jealousy whenever my sister posts gorgeous pictures from her parties and travels.

			
			When my sister was in Europe last year, she acquired a very attractive, older foreign boyfriend. No one in my family was convinced it would last, but now they are still together and seem pretty serious. My sister skipped Christmas to spend it abroad with him. Now she suddenly wants him to meet all of us in the States. And she wants it to happen my wedding weekend.

			When I think about this happening, my head implodes, because I know all our relatives and mutual friends will be stunned by how gorgeous she and her perfect boyfriend look together. Because she has never introduced him to anyone, this will mean extra excitement that will almost certainly steal the spotlight from my wedding—my party, which I want to be about ME. I know this all sounds petty and selfish, but if there’s ever a time in your life you get to be a little bit selfish, it’s at your own goddamn wedding. And I just can’t shake the idea that if I let her bring him, their stupid-perfect luminosity will overshadow everything else. I also know that my refusal is almost entirely due to my own insecurities…but you only get married once. Her boyfriend can meet everyone at another time, right? Am I being insanely mean for not letting him come to the wedding? Is it okay for me to be selfish this time, or will I regret this later?

			Selfish Bride
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			Dear Selfish Bride,

			Yes, you can be selfish at your own goddamn wedding. You can invite anyone you want and wear anything you want and serve exactly what you love to eat. Hell, if you wanted to, you could release twenty-one white doves and then shoot them all out of the sky with a shotgun, one by one. Fuck it! It’s your day to be the most beautiful fairy princess in the whole universe! It’s your day to shine!

			And let’s just admit it, no matter how much we try to rise above it, most of us do have this strange little desire to be the most glamorous creature on the face of the planet for just one day. ONE GODDAMN DAY, THAT’S ALL WE ASK! Can you really blame us? Did we not grow up in this idiotic airbrushed-lip-glossy-goddess-adoring culture? How many Disney movies and beauty pageants and episodes of The Bachelor can you watch before some sick corner of your brain calcifies into an absurd desire to be a gorgeous, shiny sparkle princess for just one day?

			
			Here’s the awful truth, though. Some of us just aren’t any good at pulling off the sparkle-princess thing. We can’t manage it. Sure, if we were surrounded by a team of expensive stylists and trainers and nutritionists and managers and fluffers at all times, we might be able to do it. If we had highly paid service professionals who handed us tall glasses of iced lemon water and fluffed our hair and rubbed pig fetuses into our crow’s-feet every few milliseconds, then we might pull off something faintly approximating glamour and poise and glittery perfection.

			But on your wedding day, instead of being surrounded by fawning helper types, you’re going to find yourself surrounded by your family. Your FAMILY, for fuck’s sake. Not to mention your self-involved, bitch-ass friends. And even though your friends are so supportive and loving that they’ll volunteer to help make sure you don’t get a terrible updo from the hairstylist (who will look just like Dolly Parton, by the way), instead they’re going to take off to have lunch and leave you alone and your hair is going to get uglier and uglier, with all these curly tendrils forming like you’re an early ’80s Olympic figure skater. But you’re going to be so hungry and nervous and unhinged that you won’t say a word, you’ll just start weeping and snotting into your hands and your $150 makeup job will smear, but you won’t be able to stop crying and you’ll text your friends “HELP!” and they’ll say, “BACK IN A SEC,” but they won’t be back until thirty minutes later, and by then you’ll look like Hermione Granger at the Yule Ball meets Divine post-monsoon. And then you’ll go to your room and pace and freak out and wonder why you decided to participate in a stressful $18,000 three-ring circus when you two could’ve just gone to City Hall and had a burger afterwards. And when you finally walk down the aisle and say your vows, your husband-to-be won’t have set up the mic, so no one will be able to hear a word and it’ll be 110 degrees outside and you’ll be wearing a gown that basically feels like a comforter strapped to your body, so your ass will be soaked in sweat and you’ll need to use the bathroom, and everyone you know will be there, staring at you, feeling sorry for you because you’re so awkward and so greasy and so old, and JESUS IT’S A MIRACLE SHE FOUND ANYONE, HOW’D SHE TRICK THIS GUY INTO MARRYING HER ANYWAY?

			
			So please, allow me to ruin your special day for you right here, right now, because it will get ruined no matter what with your current attitude. That’s the irony of the selfish bride who just wants to be a shiny happy glowing Bride Barbie for one day. The harder you try to make that dream happen, the more of a nightmare your special day will become. Mark my words. You cannot be calm and relaxed and be the prettiest and most important and most enviable woman in the world, not even for just one day. You can’t! Your dream will not come true. Maybe if you had a million dollars to spend and you had a bunch of jackbooted thugs who forced your sister to wear no makeup and dress in rags and leave the hot, exotic boyfriend at home, you could pull it off. And maybe if your thugs could also force all of the guests to gasp and sigh when you entered, and they could bust in the kneecaps of anyone who dared to make a sound at the sight of your sister. Maybe if you handed out a script to every one of your friends. Maybe if the lighting were just so, and you gave everyone a pre-ceremony Valium. Maybe if you had an animation studio do a CGI version of your wedding so everything came out just right. Maybe if you could just uninvite your entire family.

			
			Barring all that, you will not get your one glorious day to shine. And the more you try to control all of the variables, the less happy you’ll be on your wedding day. The more you think, “This is my day! It must go perfectly!” the less you’ll be able to experience the real point of the day, which is to celebrate not just you, in all of your beautiful but merely mortal wonder, but also to celebrate your brand-new husband, and your mother and father and your husband’s family and your siblings and his siblings and your cousins and his cousins, and YES, EVEN YOUR SISTER’S BRAND-NEW HANDSOME GUY. Weddings are all about anyone who cares enough to buy a stupid preselected gift and drag their ass to the event. The end.

			So stop it. Call your sister, and tell her you were temporarily rendered unwell by an asshole virus and you actually want her boyfriend to come to the wedding after all. You’re looking forward to meeting him, in fact. With this act, you will instantly, like MAGIC, render yourself fifteen times more beautiful and glowing on your wedding day. Yes, you can say to your sister, “Look, I’m insecure and worried about this day. Can you help me to stay calm and look nice? And can you try not to look just like a supermodel that day and try to look like a regular person instead? I know that’s weak and lame of me, but can you help me?” Have a good fucking cry while you’re at it. For some reason, I’m guessing that your sister, if she really is the sensitive bohemian you portray her to be, will find your vulnerability touching and she’ll step up her whole game to make your day more special.

			I have an older sister, and though I was far from the goddess you describe your sister as, I think she sometimes considered herself the nerdier one of the two of us when we were younger. (And please note, while I’m here dispensing advice, she is a cancer surgeon who saves lives.) I still remember the day of her wedding, when she was anxious about putting on more than the faintest glimmer of blush. “No, that looks fake,” she’d say and wipe it off. It was really cute. Today, I have two photos of my sister’s wedding in my house, and just one photo of my own wedding. In the photo from my wedding, I’m sitting on a rock in my white comforter, talking to two little kids, my brand-new nieces, and I’m wincing as if to say, “Do I have to pretend to care about children now?” I still remember how my legs were sweating profusely and I wanted to maybe throw up or lay down for a while.

			
			But in my sister’s wedding photos, my sister looks so natural and happy and just…I know it’s a cliché, but she looks angelic. She is luminous. She really is. No one went out of their way to tell me I looked nice that day or paid special attention to the new boyfriend I had with me. Everyone was too busy being enchanted by my sister. They were all just thrilled to see her so happy.

			I get a good feeling whenever I look at her photos. She was so generous and patient with me that weekend—even though I was feeling a little sorry for myself because my new boyfriend was flirting with all of the bridesmaids. My sister never acted like the whole day was about her. If anything, she seemed to want to share her big day with me.

			I’m not trying to criticize you. I just want you to take a minute to picture what it would be like for your sister’s stupid-perfect luminosity to spoil everything, just like you suspect it will, and I want you to get over it. I want you to think about what it would be like if you ever lost her, how much that would crush you like a bug into the ground, and how much you’d regret your behavior right now. I want you to expect that she will upstage you, accept it, and find a way to enjoy your imperfect day anyway. Because you won’t have another shot at sharing your big day with grace and generosity and kindness.

			
			And ultimately, so what? It’s just a fucking wedding. It’s your day to ruin, if you feel like ruining it. But I wouldn’t recommend that. I would work hard to change your attitude. I would reverse your decision and apologize to your sister.

			Stop thinking of it as YOUR day. You’re the hostess, after all! What a terrible day to be gorgeous and reign supreme when you can’t even soak it in because you have to run around and kiss uncles and chat up cousins the whole time. If you really want to be a gorgeous princess shining from on high, figure out another day to do it. At your wedding, just be as generous and gracious and kind as you can possibly be. Nothing could be more beautiful than that.

			Polly

		

	
		
		
			
			My Mind Likes Imagining Boys

			Polly,

			I want to be single right now. Completely, deliciously, misandrist-ically single—not giving a solitary thought to men, much less actively dating them. So why can’t I get them out of my head?

			I visited a friend last month to get away from the city and get clear on my feelings about my stumbling relationship. My friend introduced me to her cute friend, who I thought might be a little into her, but I may have misread it since they live in a small community, so sometimes friendships can get pretty intimate. She showed no sign of being interested in him, so I felt no weirdness saying, as we were wrapping up our visit, “I feel like my relationship with my boyfriend is winding down, and if we break up, I definitely don’t want to date for a while. But I have to say, just out of admiration, that your friend is mad cute.” To which she responded, “I’m so glad you said that because I spent all weekend thinking what a good couple the two of you would make! Of course you would want to be single for as long as you need, but when you’re ready to date again, I could definitely hook you two up.”

			Three weeks later, I do break up with my boyfriend, ready to be completely without men. Yet, in the absence of a relationship, my brain keeps drifting to this friend of a friend, making up scenarios about him whenever it feels bored or lonely. I try to clear my mind of all things manly, and yet there he is. I’d already scheduled a postmortem call with my friend to go over the breakup, and I decide that during our chat I’ll ask her to give me the friend of a friend’s e-mail address so when I’m ready, I can see if he’s interested. If I can’t stop making up brain stories about him, I might as well look forward to asking him out someday in the future.

			
			So my friend and I hop on the call, and the first thing she says is, “I have to tell you something—friend of a friend and I are dating!”

			Oh. Congratulations. How wonderful.

			I’m upset. I’m upset? I’m upset! And I feel like an idiot for feeling that way! I’ve only been around this guy for a weekend, and apparently my brain can’t just sit around being brilliant; it has to weave a rich fucking tapestry of what-ifs and expectations until I actually have skin in a game that I barely know anything about!

			I know I’ll feel better about this in a few days, Polly. But my brain has always been like this—rich fucking tapestries are sort of its specialty—and I don’t want to keep repeating the process of hopes created by my brain being dashed by other people’s completely reasonable behaviors. Help me make my mind a superspecial top secret no-boys-allowed club.

			Love,

			De-Men Be Gone
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			Dear DMBG,

			Hot damn, do I feel you! What a waste, to focus all of the brilliant colors of your overactive imagination on some random dude-canvas over and over again. That’s like weaving a rich tapestry and then using it as a dog bed. (Not that I wouldn’t do that in a heartbeat. If I could weave.)

			I was a mind weaver of rich fucking tapestries, too, back in the day, with some demure yet straight-talkin’, slightly slimmer, slightly more hygienic version of my actual self right there at the center of it all and the imaginary dude of the month right next to me, looking both hotter and saner than he ever did in real life. In these ancient daydream textiles, I was always saying sexy things and flashing my sparkly eyes, and the dude was always guffawing at my ribald humor or gasping at my beauty like he was hooked to an IV of bourbon, Percocet, fine Colombian coffee, and fine Colombian cocaine. All I needed to create these vibrant dreamscapes was a glancing encounter with a random attractive friend-of-a-friend type of dude, and it was ON. And hours and hours of private storytelling and imaginings and pointless mind exercises later—in which said random dude repeatedly treasured every syllable out of my glossy lips, then ravished me like a sensitive hipster Tarzan (but with even meatier back muscles)—I’d discover that the random dude in question was already dating someone, or wasn’t into me, or wasn’t straight, or thought I was gross, or all of the above.

			
			And then I’d require a brand-new male human being to shove into the colorful rainbow-glitter world of my mind so that he might be transformed into some combination of Prince Charming, a masseur, a therapist, a breadwinner, a poet (with one surly, hormonal muse—moi!), and that tender young fillet of manhood with the golden locks from The Blue Lagoon.

			It’s all very Miss Piggy, this internal romantic lady world some of us cultivate. And acknowledging how stupidly boy crazy your mind is doesn’t even help! You can say to yourself, “Good Jesus, why do I insist on filling up my vacuous mind with a random-dude puppet show?” But your mind will not listen to your scoldy tones. It will continue to play with its smooth-talking puppets like you never said a thing.

			And it starts so young! I don’t know about you, but I had the craziest, most elaborate crushes when I was in the second grade. I was madly in love with this kid Chris—poor guy!—and I spent basically every free second of my day picturing us together, running through fields of flowers or swinging on swings while holding hands (which I guess is the elementary school version of heavy petting?). In my sad mind, Chris and I were the perfect pair, and the whole world was our own private, luxurious, sunshiny tampon commercial.

			
			Do these rich imaginings only kick into overdrive in youngish women who feel alienated and lonely? It’s easy enough to look back and assume that my not-very-warm-and-fuzzy family dynamics were to blame, but I don’t know. I think this boy-crazy thing is just what happens when an overactive mind digests a steady stream of fairy tales in which the heroine is saved from despair by a gel-haired dullard in pointy loafers.

			These days, I look at my two daughters, and it kills me to picture their little creative minds already starting to fill up with obsessively imagined scenes starring some boy who barely knows how to wipe his own ass yet. How do I get them to avoid that dead-end road forever? Because when we fixate on boys starting at a very young age, every pointless, empty interaction with a dude starts to seem powerful and electric. I don’t mean to discount the glory of hormones and attraction and young love, but—to think of how rich and full my mind and my heart could’ve been without my boy obsession! I might’ve learned how to, I don’t know, speak Russian, or play the piano, or reupholster furniture!

			This is the unsung glory of marriage: No more rich fucking tapestries necessary. Time to garden, read, play guitar, cook, write, hang out with friends, and—perhaps most importantly—watch fifteen hours of reality TV in a row.

			What I admire most about your letter is that you acknowledge that the whole crush thing is arbitrary. You hardly know the guy in question, and your friend is hardly to blame for deciding she likes him. We weavers aren’t usually so clearheaded. We tend to inhabit our shiny fantasy lands so completely that when someone taps us on the back and says, “It’s not like that,” we get confused and lash out, as if someone selfishly stole the world’s only masseur-therapist-firefighter-sugar-daddy RIGHT OUT OF OUR HANDS. So pat yourself on the back right now. You may have an overactive imagination, but at least you aren’t taking that out on anyone back in the real world.

			
			I also love that you want to figure out how to redecorate your mind, to use your vivid imagination to think your way out of this. And look, I’m a big proponent of using your tapestry-weaving powers for good and not evil. But sometimes you have to let go of your shiny imaginary creations in order to give in to the magic of the real world, which is far more glorious and full of hope than it first appears. You see, the problem with weaving rich fucking tapestries is that it’s like seeing one too many delightful rom-coms about soft-spoken, funny guys who say just the right thing at just the right moment. You start imagining that real-life guys never say clueless shit or smell like gorgonzola cheese. It’s like training yourself, through successive wanking sessions, to only get off on redheads with giant boobs. By filling our heads with Shower Fresh–scented fantasy worlds, we not only start to expect too much but we also become easily bored with the real world and its very real magic. Or, we imagine that we can only exist in the real world if we fill our heads with magical distractions. We create relationships that aren’t based on real compatibilities but on the crazy mixed-up tapestries that we ourselves constructed in our overactive minds.

			I know I’m getting a little freaky here. What I mean is that rich tapestries block out the magic of real moments. Rich tapestries block out real people—love interests, but also other people who matter. Rich tapestries compromise friendships, and they block us from our career goals, and they blot out the sun. They train us to think that the only scene that’s full color in our lives is the scene with the dude in it.

			
			But controlling your brain is not exactly easy. You have to train yourself to romanticize a life outside of men and create a tapestry that’s just as rich without a guy in it. That requires a kind of buoyant solitude that isn’t easy to achieve.

			A few things that will make your alone time more buoyant: Inspiring music. A clean space. Regular, vigorous exercise. Great books. A nice bath. A wide range of beverages in the fridge. Friendly pets. Engrossing home projects. Your setting matters! I’m not that into decorating, but you have to put a little energy into your surroundings when you live alone.

			But this is also about living in the moment, isn’t it? That’s something we all have to learn to do, whether we’re alone or not. That requires powering down all of the fantastical imagined things we’ll have one day and just soaking in this moment instead. I try to ground myself several times a day and just savor what’s happening right now: There are two dogs sleeping on the bed next to me. My kids in the next room are speaking in fake Italian accents. It’s time to make dinner. My neck hurts. “Everyone’s a building burning,” Modest Mouse is singing in my ear.

			The truth is, I’m not the best at this. I don’t know the perfect way to make your mind into a superspecial no-boys-allowed club. But here’s what I will tell my own daughters, when they start to place all of the magic outside of themselves, when they start to feel like some random dude owns the sun and the moon and the stars:

			The world has told you lies about how small you are. You will look back on this time and say, “I had it all, but I didn’t even know it. I was at the center, I could breathe in happiness, I could swim to the moon. I had everything I needed.”

			Polly

		

	
		
		
			
			The Poisons of Materialism

			Dear Polly,

			I am a writer with a day job copywriting for an enormous and successful high-fashion e-commerce company. I’d resisted nailing down steady employment since graduating from university to try to stay truer to myself as a writer and artist. In the past year, I started my own magazine with my best friend—and it’s doing well, considering we are funding it ourselves and resisting any content anywhere near resembling clickbait, instead providing a cohesive curation for the experimental and innovative. It’s very fulfilling work, something I’m so excited to see grow. But now, this day job, while I enjoy it, is making it difficult for me to stay grounded and focused.

			I’ve been going through phases of obsession, I imagine from being surrounded daily by luxury clothing and accessories that often cost double my monthly salary. Being surrounded by this culture brings out my impulsive side: I’ve overspent in moments of weakness on more occasions than I would like to count. It isn’t fiscal irresponsibility I’m writing to you about, though. I could use some advice as to how not to allow my current surroundings, which are not necessarily relevant to who I am, pollute my mind this way. We’re all products of our surroundings, right? Working day to day, surrounded by buyers who get allowances from the company and turn up with the latest Givenchy bag I just got paid $16 an hour to write copy about the week prior, listening to their stories of being flown to Paris for fashion week, and yet feeling on the outside of all of this in my heart of hearts—it’s disorienting.

			
			It’s complicated by the fact that, although most of my close friends are also broke creative types—oh, the musicians I’ve dated—I really, truly like my colleagues at the fashion company. We’ve begun spending time together outside of work. They are good people, they are cool and all around my age, we get along well, but in the back of my mind there is this irreconcilable malaise over the discrepancy between us where priorities and lifestyle ethics are concerned. Since I’ve tried the starving artist thing and found that didn’t suit me (especially not in New York, my god, the stories), and since the dream of working more meaningfully in a field like academia seems not to exist as a viable option anymore save for a lucky few, it seems I am in a good position, jobwise. But I know for a fact that there is more, and the internal struggle against being a materialistic tart without alienating my colleagues is becoming exhausting.

			Help me, please, dearest Polly. I’m too much of a brooder to cope with having to sell out in order to pursue the work that is truly important to me.

			Sincerely,

			Wannabe Buddhist

			
				
				[image: ]

			Dear Wannabe Buddhist,

			The fact that you’re seduced by luxury goods merely indicates that you are not a robot. A person can be turned off by the soul-sucking nature of high capitalism and still recognize, objectively, that high-end products are designed by talented artisans and luxury-branding super-geniuses who do not fuck around. Sure, maybe in the old days it was just about slapping your shitty gold logo on a bunch of moderately non-crappy handbags. Alas, like an awkward teenager who blossoms into a megalomaniacal pop star and then explodes, like a dying star, into a global lifestyle brand, the luxe-goods game is stronger than ever, having evolved from its clumsy, blingy roots into a full-service ego fuck-doll for the mega-rich.

			
			To be clear, I don’t care about these objects as signifiers of wealth and taste. My preferred look is best described as “bedraggled bag lady.” What gets me, personally, is soft things. Show me a luxury item that is unbearably soft and supple, and I’ll show you the electrified synapses of my brain, furiously adding and subtracting numbers in order to land in some universe where purchasing an absurd cashmere robe does not necessitate pillaging my children’s college savings accounts.

			You are living in the temple of temptation, WB. It is perfectly natural for you to feel like a puppet, pulled this way and that by the fickle luxe-branding overlords. That’s what fickle luxe-branding overlords were born to do: make you feel weak and powerless. When you spend your days staring at bony teenagers in tall boots and touching soft things that cost more than your monthly salary, it eats away at your soul like a hungry little demon-rabbit.

			But this is true of so many of the shiny distractions of our culture. Anything that temporarily fills your vision and is also delightful and tempting and gorgeous, whether it be a $5k leather jacket or a charming plate of aged cheeses or a long read on Taylor Swift befriending a wide selection of fun-loving supermodels, can derail your whole day and your values and your priorities and your identity along with it. That’s just the nature of modern living. Everything is custom-designed to make us drop what we’re doing and drool and feel inadequate and long for more. It’s all crack, I tell you. IT’S 2016 AND THE WHOLE WORLD IS MADE OF CRACK.

			When I worked full-time as a TV critic, I was regularly swept up in the heady world of pointless televised entertainments, with all of the chattering publicists and mind-numbingly bad programming that entails. Sounds harmless enough, I’m sure. But when you’re swimming through hollow, crass junk every single day, it’s hard not to be affected by it. Until one day you’ve seen one episode too many and you say to yourself, “I can’t bathe in this stuff every day or I’ll turn into someone I don’t like.”

			
			Maybe you’ll arrive at just such a breaking point eventually. But I don’t think it’s fair for you to consider yourself a sellout in the meantime, simply because you work for a business that makes money selling or glorifying things that people are lured into paying too much money for. Likewise, the magazine you’ve created might be fantastic, but there’s a good chance you’ll still need to negotiate with one devil or another in order to pay your bills. Sadly, becoming an adult often requires learning to negotiate with devils.

			You hang out with people who like pricey stuff. That doesn’t make you a materialistic tart. While it’s important to honor the principles that are dear to your heart, it’s also important to draw healthy boundaries between yourself and the world around you. What you do for a living doesn’t have to define you. Being an idealist is worthless unless you have a strategy for sustaining yourself and aiming for a more conscientious way of living. If devil negotiation is replaced with idleness, you may not be doing business with the devil, but you may not be doing much of anything, really.

			You could, instead, see your job as a daily exercise in denying the impulses you recognize as unhealthy. Or maybe you could just look at it as a way to pay the rent while you figure out what you really want from your life. Or maybe you could view it as a way to climb the editorial ladder and then leap over to a publication that supports your
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Just be yourself and
people will love you!

But don't talk too much.
And dont make that face you
e sometimes.

You're so pretty! But not
when you make that face.

Just relax, O.K.? You're getting
all wound up over nothing.
This is not a big deal. You
always make such a big
deal out of everything.

You overthink everything. You're
too smart for your own good.

I’'m so sorry about your breakup!

Maybe you're trying too hard again. You
shouldn’t try so hard to please people.
>» N

Just be yourself and
people will love you! Stripes make
you look fat,
by the way.
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