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Praise for Stop Waiting for Perfect

“Listen! If you were to buy a book based solely on the title, this would be it. Luckily, what’s inside is just as good. Life is hard, but sometimes the way we talk to and about ourselves can be harder. So getting sound advice from someone who’s not only going to remind you of your greatness but also help you get out of your own way is a joy. L’Oreal has a big heart, brains, and talent. This book is just the beginning for her and you.”

—Phoebe Robinson, New York Times bestselling author, actor, and comedian

“As a recovering perfectionist and workaholic who long bought into the idea that excellence equaled goodness and moral virtue, Stop Waiting for Perfect has a deep resonance. L’Oreal Thompson Payton has written an incomparable blueprint for any person, especially those among us who are marginalized, who want to get off the hamster wheel of perfection and reclaim their ability to be simply human. Let L’Oreal’s book serve as a brilliant and urgent reminder that we are already enough, regardless of what we’ve achieved.”

—Evette Dionne, award-winning author of Lifting as We Climb and Weightless

“With tongue-in-cheek charm and down-to-earth sense, L’Oreal Thompson Payton makes it easy to live life loud (or, at least, louder) and act with enthusiasm, courage, and trust in your own talent.”

—Minda Harts, workplace and equity consultant and author of The Memo

“For generations we’ve been fed the lie that being perfect—or close to it will save us. Stop Waiting for Perfect allows us to find practical ways to heal those wounds of deceit and step into embracing our full humanity. So grateful that this book empowers us and our communities to let go of the trap of perfectionism and make room for our purpose.”

—Melissa Kimble, culture writer, producer, and founder of #blkcreatives
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To Daddy, thank you for believing in me
when I didn’t believe in myself.
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Preface

Peloton, Perfectionism, and Me

To better understand my lifelong relationship with perfectionism, one needs to look no further than the day I lost my 685-day blue-dot Peloton streak. For the uninitiated, a blue dot is awarded each time you log in and complete a workout. In fact, it’s part of what attracted me to the popular fitness bike and program in the first place.

As a child who thrived on earning gold stars and was a lifetime honor roll student and a permanent fixture on the perfect attendance list, receiving a virtual trophy for working out appealed to my inner perfectionist, while the infamous leaderboard, which tracks each member’s pace throughout the workout, appealed to my fiercely competitive side.

While I’m sure the reward system—which, in addition to the blue dots, includes badges for completing special classes and reaching milestones—is intended to motivate users, I developed an unhealthy fixation on earning my blue dot each day. So much so that I’d often break into a mild panic if it was nearing midnight and I hadn’t yet logged a meditation, cycling class, or yoga session for the day. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve listened to Chelsea Jackson Roberts’ guided meditations while brushing my teeth or sitting on the toilet (sorry, Chelsea, you know I love you)—anything to collect my coveted blue dot.

To me, the blue dots represented more than a workout; they had become a symbol of my self-worth. Here, with my perfect streak, I could prove that I was a good, virtuous person. It represented the impossibly high standard I set for myself in my exercise goals but also in the rest of my life. I took care of myself by working out every day in addition to being the perfect wife, daughter, sister, and friend, not to mention being an award-winning journalist, aspiring author, and motivational speaker. And I felt I couldn’t break my Peloton streak because it would mean I had failed in all these other areas, too. It was OK for everyone else to be human, to make mistakes, to falter, to fall from grace, and I often reminded people of that in my writing and my talks. But not me. Never me. I had to be perfect in every way at all times.

My lifelong pursuit of perfection, perhaps like many of you reading this, dates back to grade school. At a young age, I realized that getting good grades and receiving awards garnered positive attention from adults, and I grew addicted to this attention, seeking to obtain it by any means necessary. Anything less than an A wasn’t good enough. I became so obsessed with my straight-A standing that I let it define me at the expense of my own well-being (which, spoiler alert, isn’t something that just went away when my school days were over). Feeling under the weather? Didn’t matter. I couldn’t let anything jeopardize my perfect attendance record. I could never rest. I had to keep my star-student status come hell or high water.

I’m not the only one. Brittany, a thirty-two-year-old woman from Skokie, Illinois, said she learned the importance of perfection at a young age due to her religious upbringing. “I left my homework on the bus and remember being so scared, shaking and crying that I wouldn’t be able to get the work done,” she recalled. “My mom called the teacher to give her a heads-up and my teacher was like, ‘That’s extra credit, and she already has lots of extra credit.’ I just always felt that no matter how much work I did, it would never be enough.”

“It would never be enough,” which for many of us translates to “I will never be enough.” Enough. It’s a simple word and yet it carries so much weight, so much importance—this idea of meeting demands and expectations. It’s a lot of pressure for anyone, let alone a small child. And yet that’s where many of us are confronted with this notion of being enough—of being perfect—for the first time.

Anna, a thirty-four-year-old woman from Chicago, can relate. “I was hyper-focused on grades and achievement in grade school and high school for as long as I could remember, with the goal of getting into Notre Dame,” she reflected. “It really shaped my personality from a young age. In eighth grade, I went to a new school and remember feeling like I needed to be at the top academically and in a lot of activities in order to distinguish myself and because that was all my classmates knew me as.”

I know the feeling. Once I realized I was good at the school thing (and adults ate that shit up), I put a ridiculously enormous amount of pressure on myself to keep up the illusion of being the perfect student by earning good grades. My Peloton streak was the adult equivalent of earning a straight-A report card (the kind that earned you a personal pizza from Pizza Hut back in the day). I knew my commitment to those tiny blue dots was borderline obsessive, but I couldn’t help myself. In fact, you could say it was a coping mechanism: My bike was delivered in January 2020, right before the global COVID-19 pandemic and the start of an arduous IVF journey. So during a time when so much felt out of my control, Peloton—with its high-energy classes and gregarious instructors—was my sanctuary. It was something I could control. And there’s nothing a perfectionist craves more than control.

When my husband and I finally got a positive pregnancy test in February 2021 after two years of trying and five IVF cycles, I knew my beloved streak would one day come to an end. Still, I wasn’t ready to admit defeat. I’d be damned if I let something like pregnancy stop me from being a top achiever. Instead, I doubled down on workouts while pregnant, maintaining my fitness regimen with cycling, prenatal strength, and yoga classes with ease. Heck, I even did the Britney Spears ride the day before giving birth. And, because I was petrified of losing my streak, I listened to a guided meditation at 3:30 a.m. on our way to the hospital the morning of our scheduled C-section. Did I mention I was obsessed?

After giving birth, I was determined to keep my streak going safely, doing a few “guided walks” up and down the stark hospital halls in my multicolored hospital gown and leopard-print slippers. At a postpartum appointment to check my blood pressure, I jumped at the chance to ask my ob-gyn, a fellow Pelotoner and member of the brand’s popular #BlackGirlMagic crew, about the earliest I could return to my bike and classes. She gave me the green light to start postnatal yoga around the four-week mark. And in the meantime, you know I was logging guided meditations and walks to keep my streak going.

I felt smug and proud in equal measure. This is doable, I thought. The people who have missing blue dots simply aren’t trying hard enough. I look back at that belief now and I laugh. Life, particularly parenthood, has a way of humbling you—and fast. I would learn that (the hard way) soon enough, but at the time, it felt like I had cracked the code for having my shit together, and I was starting to buy into the idea that not only was perfection possible, it was the Golden Ticket for success, good health, popularity, you name it. As long as I kept earning those tiny blue dots day in and day out, everyone else would realize just how together my shit was, too. And then the inevitable happened: I lost my streak. On a nondescript Tuesday in November, barely four weeks after giving birth, I was so focused on running errands, prepping our daughter for an X-ray to check out her distended belly, and dealing with the highs and lows of postpartum depression and anxiety that I hadn’t even noticed I didn’t log in for the day.

The realization and ensuing panic came shortly after midnight, and I’m not proud to admit it, but there were definitely tears—slow, silent, salty tears. All of my hard work was gone, just like that. I was devastated and, frankly, a little embarrassed for feeling so devastated. It may seem a bit dramatic, but as someone who has tied my self-worth to achievements for most of my life, the loss of my nearly two-year Peloton streak caused me to reflect on a lifetime of perfectionism, beginning with all the accolades I racked up in elementary school. I came to realize that my Peloton obsession was the latest instance in what was clearly a long-term pattern of seeking validation outside of myself, in not trusting that I was enough without my achievements. In a new body with a new human to care for, I struggled to figure out who I was without my blue dots.

Ebony Davis, a licensed social worker based in Chicago, says that all-or-nothing thinking is common among those of us striving for perfection. “There’s this belief that [in faltering], all of our progress is null and void; it means nothing, or the progress we’ve made was done in vain if the desired outcome does not align with the results [we] want.” In other words, it doesn’t matter how much you actually learn, grow, or achieve; if you make even one (perceived) misstep, it’s like none of that learning or growing or achieving ever even happened.

I’ve always set impossibly high standards for myself, and now that I’m a mom, the urge to do everything “right” has multiplied. Now I know this isn’t entirely my fault; society expects mothers, and especially Black mothers, to be above reproach in order to find them acceptable, and if my lifetime of high achieving had taught me anything, it was that I needed to live up to those impossibly high standards at all times. I knew the grief connected to losing my streak was rooted in something more than my love of the fitness app. But what?

In an interview with author Anne Helen Petersen for her newsletter Culture Study, gamer Adrian Hon explained the gamification of fitness apps, such as closing your rings on an Apple Watch or maintaining that illustrious blue-dot streak on Peloton.*

“All of this comes down to the capitalist belief that life should be a straight line that keeps going up,” explained Hon. “Every month, my Apple Watch entices me with a shiny badge if I exercise more than I did in the previous month, despite the inevitability of me eventually getting ill or tired or needing to take a break. So much corporate gamification sees that inevitability as a literal failure rather than a part of what it means to be human.”

Ah, yes. In my quest for perfection, I’d overlooked one important fact: I’m human. I make mistakes. I need breaks. I get sick. I forget. What’s even more confounding is that I could give others the benefit of the doubt and remind them not to strive for perfection, but for some reason I felt like the same rules didn’t apply to me.

The American Psychological Association defines perfectionism as a cocktail of “excessively high personal standards and overly critical self-evaluations.” Yup, sounds about right. Losing my prized Peloton streak forced me to come to terms with the ways in which I’d idolized perfection throughout the course of my life. Intellectually, I know perfection is impossible. But that doesn’t stop me from aiming for it and striving to achieve it— no matter the costs to my mental, spiritual, or physical health. Perfection is both how my anxiety manifests itself and how I seek to obtain and maintain control; it’s a symptom of my anxiety and my coping mechanism for that anxiety. Now ain’t that about a bitch.

And not only am I guilty of trying to be perfect myself; I also have a tendency to wait for (or, if we’re keeping it 100, procrastinate) the perfect moment in life. The perfect moment to trust my gut, to quit a job and take a chance on myself as a full-time freelance writer. The perfect moment to write this very book. Hell, I even tried to plan the perfect moment to get pregnant, and let’s just say that backfired tremendously. My brain convinces me that if I wait for the perfect moment, if I have all my proverbial ducks in a row, if I account for everything that can go wrong and formulate a plan against said scenarios, then I will guarantee a successful outcome. But my brain lies. Because that’s not how this works. That’s not how any of this works.

Maybe you can relate. Have you ever talked yourself out of an opportunity because you didn’t feel ready? Or stayed in a toxic situation for too long, whether it be a job or a relationship, because you felt you didn’t deserve better? Or maybe you hesitated to throw your hat in the ring for a new opportunity at work because you didn’t feel qualified?

You may think that by waiting for the perfect moment you’ll avoid the mistakes, failures, and embarrassment that are inherent to trying something new or stepping out of your comfort zone. But if you keep waiting for that ideal moment, you’ll be waiting forever. Trust me.

There truly is no time like the present to learn, to fail, to wonder, to try. This, my friend, is where the magic happens—in the imperfection, in the failing and doing. And believe me, any time you put yourself out there, you can expect to make mistakes. But that doesn’t mean you’re a failure; it simply means you’re human.

Because here’s the thing: perfectionism, in all its overhyped glory, does not exist. It’s not real! It’s merely a figment of your imagination, albeit one that has been idolized for centuries, dare I say since the beginning of time. But remember, perfection is unattainable. It is not a measure of your self-worth. We all have cracks and blemishes, no matter how many times we play “***Flawless” on repeat. ‘Cuz guess what? As much as I adore Beyoncé Giselle Knowles-Carter, she isn’t perfect either.

There will never be the perfect moment to start living the life you were meant to live. My instinct tells me you probably already know this intellectually, but you haven’t been living it in actuality. You already have everything you need to do that; it’s just a matter of trusting yourself, your gifts, and your general dopeness enough to take the first step.

It’s time to break the cycle of perfectionism and self-doubt and take back your power, the power you were inherently born with. You ready, bih? Let’s go get ’em!
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* Anne Helen Petersen. “How Did We Get So Obsessed with Streaks?” Culture Study. November 16, 2022, https://open.substack.com/pub/annehelen/p/how-did-we-get-so-obsessed-with-streaks?r=22y4d&utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web.




Introduction

Faking It While You Make It

Raise your hand if you’ve ever felt like a fraud, like you haven’t earned your successes, like you’ve got everyone fooled, and it’s only a matter of time before they find out the truth about you: that you have no idea what you’re doing. You can’t see me, but I have both of my hands in the air and I’m waving them wildly like I just don’t care. Not to brag, but, objectively, I’ve achieved a lot.

In chronological order, I was valedictorian and president of my eighth-grade class. I was editor-in-chief of my high school newspaper and literary magazine. I graduated magna cum laude from college and went on to win multiple journalism awards at my first newspaper job. And throughout the years, I’ve had my work featured in various print and online publications. Not to mention I’ve been featured on dozens of podcasts, a handful of radio shows, and a TV segment or two. Now I’m writing this here book.

You could say I’m somewhat of an overachiever, and you wouldn’t be wrong. In fact, according to the popular Enneagram personality test, I am a Type-Three Achiever and a Wing-Two Helper. Put simply, nothing brings me greater joy than achieving great things myself and helping others do the same, which is a convenient personality type to have to write this kind of book. So rest assured, you’re in good hands, my friend.

But despite my lifetime of achievement, those feelings of being a Big Huge Fraud have been a constant companion of mine. Every time I don’t live up to my own unrealistic, arbitrary standards, I come face-to-face with my own perfectionism. So, yeah, I know a thing or two about how much these feelings suck ass. Now I can imagine what you’re thinking: Ugh, L’Oreal, I thought you were supposed to be teaching me how to get rid of self-doubt, not commiserating with me about the shittiness of feeling like a fraud!

I know, I know, and I hear you. Well, I can’t hear you, but I feel you. So before we go any further, I have a confession to make. Come here, come closer. Are you there? OK, here it goes: there is no such thing as a quick fix, one-size-fits-all solution when it comes to overcoming self-doubt, perfectionism, and impostor syndrome (way more on this later). Whew, there . . . I said it!

Yes, yes, I know you chose this book with grand hopes and aspirations that I’d be able to help you fix your life à la Iyanla Vanzant (and if that reference is lost on you, I’ll hang here while you Google. *sips latte and checks Apple Watch* You back? Good.). Of course life would be sooo much easier if we could just snap our fingers Thanos-style and rid ourselves of all the trials and tribulations that come along with being a human on this planet. But I hate to break it to you, babe; life doesn’t work that way. There’s no magical pixie dust for self-confidence. No fairy godmother to hype you up.

Actually, scratch that last part. You do have a fairy godmother of sorts. That’s where I come in. Think of me as your best friend, personal cheerleader, and super enthusiastic life coach all wrapped up in one deep brown midsize package. See, I consider myself quite confident, but self-doubt, perfectionism, and I are pretty close lifelong frenemies. We’ve been going together for about three decades now, and I’m proud to say that, thanks to a shit-ton of therapy and hard work, I’ve been able to acknowledge these feelings without letting them control my life. I want to help you do the same in your life because you deserve it. And while I can’t promise we’ll conquer all of your fears and trepidations in a forty-five-minute OWN show, I can promise not to bullshit you. I can promise to go beyond patronizing pep talks and offer real-life tips that have worked for me because I fundamentally believe that sharing is caring. I can promise to be my authentic self—flaws and all—and not for one minute trick you into believing I have all my shit together. Because I don’t. No one does. And anyone who says otherwise is a bold-faced liar, or they’re hiding something.

So, why should you trust me?

Simple: I wasn’t always the confident, outspoken person sitting before you today. Deep down I’m still that quiet, timid girl who used to read The Berenstain Bears on car rides home using the headlights from the car behind us to see. The same girl who wrote and illustrated a book about dinosaurs in outer space at the tender age of six. The same girl who once dreamed of becoming a published author but doubted it would ever happen for a girl like me—a relative unknown in the publishing industry and a Black woman at that. I am walking, living proof of my wildest dreams, and so are you.

It’s funny because even though I knew this book needed to exist, I wasn’t sure I was the one qualified enough to write it. After all, I’m not a therapist or clinical psychologist nor do I have an advanced degree or any fancy combination of letters after my name. Plus, I’ve battled as much self-doubt as anyone, and honestly I am still feeling a teeny tiny bit of impostor syndrome as I write this book. As Little Miss Cultural Appropriator Gwen Stefani once sang, “I’m just a girl.” And yet, it’s those lived experiences, the firsthand situations with impostor syndrome and perfectionism, that make me the perfect (pun intended) person to write this book.

A career journalist, I first dreamed up the idea for this book back in 2015. I’d just switched careers for the first time—the start of a five-year stint in communications and public relations—and was working at the local school system as a communications strategist. Not my first choice, but hey, we’ve all gotta start (or restart) somewhere.

I was sitting (procrastinating?) in the bathroom stall at work one day when I had the idea for a book: The Millennial Manual: Your Guide to Finding, Keeping, and Loving Your Job. I started a Google Doc and jotted down some potential chapter titles: Started from the Bottom, Now I’m Here (you have to forgive me, this was back when Drake was A Thing); Yes, You Can Use Social Media to Get a Job (I’ve done it three times now); How to Pursue Your Passion With a Purpose; and Being Busy Isn’t a Badge of Honor.

This book I imagined would include all sorts of professional advice and personal life lessons I’d learned over the years, such as how to switch careers, how to start a side hustle (and get paid for it!), and how to successfully apply for a job out of state (which isn’t that big of a deal now, but definitely was before remote work really took off. I was trying to move from Baltimore to Chicago to be closer to my then long-distance boyfriend and now husband, and my zip code was a big deal breaker for some of the companies. Anyway, I digress).

In addition to the chapter titles, there’s only one paragraph in the Google Doc from that early draft: Let’s get one thing out of the way . . . “here” isn’t inherently at the top. I’m not a CEO, COO, or any C-suite title you can think of. But to paraphrase the Virginia Slims ads of the ’60s, I’ve come a long way, baby. In other words, I’ve always believed in authenticity, transparency, and vulnerability when it comes to the trials and tribulations that make up our success stories. The last edit to the Google Doc was made on October 27, 2015, two days before my twenty-eighth birthday.

I sat on the idea for a self-help book for a couple of years because, ya know, procrastination is just another form of perfectionism. But the truth is I also gave up before I got started. Now, how many of you can relate? You can have all of the best ideas in the world, but they end up taking up permanent residence in your Notes app or living in your head rent-free. Once again, I’d allowed my self-doubt to get the best of me.

Despite being an award-winning journalist, I questioned my ability to write an actual book. I let my inner critic run a whole game on me and guess what? She won! (Oh, by the way, my inner critic’s name is Nancy; you’ll meet her later.) I found myself focusing on what I perceived to be my weaknesses and couldn’t see the forest for the trees. I was so caught up in what I didn’t have—a large social media following, a million blog subscribers, the coveted blue checkmark on Twitter (ya know, before Elon started giving them away like candy)—that I took for granted that there would be hundreds, if not thousands, of people who could relate to my stories and that my ongoing relationship with self-doubt and impostor syndrome made me qualified to write about them.

Not for the first time in my life, I’d talked myself out of pursuing my dreams before I even gave myself a fair chance to explore them, and if you’re reading this book, chances are that’s happened to you, too. Maybe it’s happening to you right now. Maybe your self-doubt is holding you back from something you really want and completely deserve. Maybe you’re comparing yourself to someone who seems to have it all, and you feel like you’re so far behind them that there’s no point in even trying. Believe me, I get it. But you’re doing yourself—and the world—a disservice if you continue to play it small and play it safe.

As we’ll discuss more later, life in the age of social media isn’t exactly making these issues of self-doubt any easier. It’s so easy nowadays to look at someone’s Instagram or TikTok and feel like not only do they have it all, but they also have it all together. Hell, I should know because I still feel this way every single day and may or may not be guilty of perpetuating the having-it-all-together myth on occasion. After all, no one wants to relive their lowest, most insecure moments for the ‘gram. But here’s the thing, as author and leadership coach Charreah Jackson once told me, “You can’t compare your behind-the-scenes to someone else’s highlight reel.” Because let’s be honest, that’s all social media is anyway: one highly edited, perfectly curated highlight reel. That perfection isn’t reality, so it’s not exactly the best place to calculate your self-worth. Despite what those fancy filters will have you believe, the grass is definitely not greener on the other side.

Beneath the glossy surface of the social media illusion lies the ugly truth: this life thing we’re all doing is hard AF. It’s ever-evolving and as soon as you think, “Yeah, I’ve got the hang of it,” something else comes along and knocks you off your axis (ya know, like simultaneous ongoing global crises, tumultuous elections, and various pandemics). Everyone—from your next-door neighbor to the celebrities we all know and love—has their own bullshit to deal with. Because that’s the thing: there’s shit in everyone’s grass, and if you look hard enough, I guarantee you will most certainly find it.

I may not hold the golden, one-way ticket for Permanent Self-Confidence (and oh, how I wish I did!), but I have learned a thing or two about how to suppress self-doubt, charge right past it with vindication, and go on to achieve Big Things. I’m talking about switching careers, launching podcasts, giving keynote talks, and juggling a career along with being a new mom and writing a book at the same damn time kind of Big Things. OK, that last one may have been directed at myself, but that’s kind of the point: you don’t have to wait until you’ve become the “perfect” version of yourself to achieve great things. You already have everything you need to live your wildest dreams. It’s a matter of trusting yourself, starting where you are, and using what you’ve got.

This isn’t one of those “hindsight is 20/20” kinds of books. To quote The Backyardigans song and once-viral TikTok sound, I’m going “into the thick of it” with you. I can talk about struggling to trust my own abilities and grappling with insecurities and unhealthy comparison because I’ve not only been about it, I’m still about it. Lest my social media posts have somehow convinced you otherwise, I’m still figuring it out. Each and every single day. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned throughout my fifteen-year career it’s that success isn’t linear. And although my specific goals have evolved over the years, I’ve always



















OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
PERFEE

T





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BeNBELLA

BenBella Books, Inc.
Dallas, TX





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
BES

BENBELLA





