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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

When she’s not telling stories about growing up in a trailer and rallying for women to appoint themselves, Ash Ambirge is running her internationally recognised business and entrepreneurship blog The Middle Finger Project, and trying hard to avoid every writer’s worst nightmare: Pancake ass. She currently divides her time between Philadelphia, Chile and Costa Rica.




Praise for The Middle Finger Project





“I f*cking love a woman who knows what she wants and how to get it—and even better, is willing to share her secrets so we can all get ours too. Ash Ambirge is a whole mood, and trust me: you want to be in it.”

—Sarah Knight, New York Times bestselling author of The Life-Changing Magic of Not Giving a F*ck

“If you don’t believe in yourself, who will? Ash is here to help you see that you have more chances to make a ruckus than you ever thought possible.”

—Seth Godin, author of This Is Marketing

“Every woman who has felt even an iota of dissatisfaction in her life needs to read this book. Ash’s insight and wisdom is a gift to us all.”

—Laura Jane Williams, author of Our Stop

“A voice we must pay attention to, and a must-read for anyone who has never felt good enough (ahem: that’s everyone).”

—Susie Moore, life coach and advice columnist; author of What If It Does Work Out?

“Ash Ambirge is Ryan Gosling-sent proof that you can live life on your own terms, burn up the rule book, and do what lights you up. The Middle Finger Project is the instruction manual for people who don’t read the manual.”

—Matthew Kimberley, author of Get a F*cking Grip

“Ash’s writing might make you quit your job, start a whole new life, and feel braver than you’ve ever felt before.”

—Jamie Varon, founder of Shatterboxx

“A hilarious guidebook to reject the status quo and live your unf*ckwithable life. This is the anti-self-help self-help book you’ll be giving to all your friends.”

—Amber Rae, author of Choose Wonder Over Worry

“Who the F says you have to be a good girl, ask permission, pay your dues, punch in, clock out, stick with one hair color, live the kind of life where a beanbag is ‘company culture,’ and you have to label your yogurt? Whoever says it, Ash Ambirge has a simple reply—and you’ll find yourself raising a finger, too.”

—Laura Belgray, author of Talking Shrimp

“Gutsy, bright, and filled with the perfect blend of instruction, inspiration, and irreverence, this book makes you realize that it really is all possible—even for those of us who’ve been knocked around in life, don’t fit the ‘standard mold,’ and truly despise green juice.”

—Jenny Foss, founder and CEO of JobJenny.com; LinkedIn Learning author

“This book is a reminder that even in our darkest hours we can be resourceful and courageous. Ash reminds us that we are worthy of so much and stronger than we know. Everyone who reads this will be better for it.”

—Cathy Heller, author of Don’t Keep Your Day Job

“This funny and fabulously insightful book is f*cking gold—a must-read for any woman who is ready to stop playing small in life.”

—Noor Hibbert, life and business coach; author of Just F*cking Do It




HATE YOUR JOB BUT HAVE NO IDEA WHAT THE F*CK ELSE TO DO?



GIRLLLLLLL, LEMME BUY YOU A DRINK.




THE GUEST LIST

OR: PEOPLE WHO ARE PERSONALLY INVITED TO READ THIS BOOK






	Anyone actively plotting their boss’s demise.



	The woman buying the extra-large bottle of Yellow Tail after work. (Not that I object.)



	That adorable British girl I met in Quito who was SO CREATIVE IT HURT—but spent the rest of her twenties selling insurance.



	The woman on the internet who wrote: “Each data entry keystroke was a nail in my self-esteem coffin.”



	The people in the middle of the mall selling hand cream from the Dead Sea, who are clearly of Olympic determination.



	Britney Spears. I got you, boo.



	The entire customer service department of any company, ever. (Except mine—don’t you dare leave me!)



	The twenty-two-year-old hopeful who went to that exciting “Entry-Level Marketing Assistant” interview, only to come to discover it was FREAKING TELE-MARKETING.



	The forty-two-year-old who stared at LinkedIn for three hours this morning trying to figure out how to reinvent herself after the divorce / the career change / the terrifying realization that time is slippery. (And why are my boobs doing this?)



	The guy at Applebee’s who overheard the grandmother telling her grandkids to “stay in school, otherwise you’ll end up like that.”



	Anyone who’s seriously doubting themselves, who feels stuck, who lacks a sense of accomplishment with their work, who’s jaded and uninspired, who knows they aren’t contributing to something more meaningful, who has little opportunity to distinguish themselves, who worries they don’t have a real purpose, and who can’t help but feel like their IQ is dropping by the minute while their brain cells shrivel into a mound of powdered feces.



	Anyone who has been through The Hard, and needs to believe in themselves again.



	… Oh, and trailer park girls worldwide. Because I am you, and you are me, and together? We’re gonna prove the world wrong.






Reader Advisory Warning



The book you are about to read contains graphic scenes of self-empowerment. May cause extreme confidence, ambition, and the desire for freedom, especially in women. Do not read if you are content filing TPS reports for the rest of your life, totally fine with never seeing Paris, or cool with the fact that you have no real money of your own. Early readers of this book have been known to quit their day jobs, build fabulous and lucrative businesses, drink wine before 4 pm, and live generally amazing lives. Common side effects include highlighter fatigue, excessive chuckling, and neck cramps if held wrong. Content not suitable for defeatists, naysayers, or the Swedish (because how much better could your life possibly get?).




CHAPTER 1

THE RULES WERE MADE UP BY SOME GUY NAMED TED WHO ATE A QUARTER POUNDER FOR LUNCH AND HAS A DOG NAMED WEDGIE

OR: SURPRISE! NOBODY ACTUALLY KNOWS WHAT THEY’RE DOING





GOD.

*puffs on cigar*

Now there’s a fun-filled topic. If we were really ambitious, we’d just dive right into the most controversial subject imaginable, given that this book contains all sorts of controversial ideas and it doesn’t get any more polite from here. (Now might be a good time to fetch the vodka … and maybe a defibrillator.)

Don’t worry, this isn’t a book about God, nor is it a book about Ryan Gosling—second in command. But it is a book about authority and becoming your own. It’s not always easy to “follow your dreams”—[image: ]—and ride off on a magical flying carpet made of SweetTarts and sugarplum fairies. It’s not easy to trust yourself radically, or make bold choices that other people will not agree with, or “live life on your own terms.” It’s not easy to roll up and be all, “Yayyyyyyy, I’m going to quit my job and be an artist!” or “Yayyyyyy, I’m going to open my own bookshop!” or “Yayyyyyy, I’m going to skip around the Swiss Alps and make cheese in a loincloth and yodel in the afternoons and tell my overbearing sister to shove it!” Even in an age when all of these options are more available to us than ever, most of us are basically just drifting along, trying not to get cancer. But even when we do dare break the mold and try something new, the world throws some serious side-eye.

Who does she think she is?

It won’t last.

This is just another one of her “big ideas.”

In response to the world’s censure, we shrink. We second-guess ourselves. And we secretly wonder if maybe they are right. Maybe we should “play it safe” and “bide our time” and “be grateful for what we’ve got”—which, by the way, happens to be some of the world’s worst advice. Being grateful for what we’ve got is why so many of us end up staying in dead-end jobs that have us licking envelopes inside a dimly lit, six-person office in suburban Philadelphia (been there); why so many women end up staying in relationships they don’t want to be in (ugh); why so many of us end up living lives that feel stale and dull and dreary and uninspiring (mmm-hmmm); and why so many people end up resenting their every minute from the hours of nine to five, being mean to call center agents and rolling their eyes at babies and fantasizing about being hit by a tractor trailer and rushed to the hospital so they don’t have to keep doing this crap. (That was me, once upon a time.)

We’re all trying SO HARD to be these levelheaded, responsible, card-carrying grown-ups that we trade in our sense of adventure and curiosity and wonder and creativity in exchange for what we think is a secure and reliable future, assuming that the more constipated your face looks, the more seriously you’ll be taken. Now that I’m wearing this sensible pair of pantyhose, everything is going to be JUST FINE.

Back in the day when I was still a Very Good Girl™, I wore those same pantyhose and drank milk and never talked back to authority. In fact, I loved authority. What took me a lifetime to discover, though, is that authority only works as long as you trust that someone smarter than you is making the rules.

Take my first boss, for example. I worshipped the guy. I was young and hungry and he was supportive and encouraging and kind. When he spoke, it felt like I was receiving advice from the Dalai Lama. When he handed me my paycheck, he made me feel as if I’d just earned a gold medal. When I called in sick, he’d call and ask if I wanted soup. (I mean, it was probably from a can, but same same.)

Then, one day, I walked in and saw my coworker straddling his lap.

I ran out of the room as if I’d just seen a ghost. I knew that he was married with a wife and kids who all went to church and ate their Wheaties. But even more shocking, when I confided in my other coworker about what I’d seen, she fell to pieces. Turns out, she had also been having an affair with our boss … for years.

I KNOW: I’m hardly the first woman to discover that some guy who seemed so nice was actually The Duke of Douches in his personal life. Still, it was a defining moment for me, and soon I realized that maybe adults weren’t these profound, all-knowing wizards after all. Maybe they weren’t these supremely wise, enlightened beings. And maybe their opinions about life, and what I should be doing with mine, were—dare I say it—fallible.

Over time it became overwhelmingly clear: everyone really was just making it up as they went along. (A mentor who pronounced “Sci-Fi” like “Sky-Fi” quickly cemented this notion.) The realization that no one actually knew what they were doing was terrifying—you take out a mortgage for thirty years; no, you!—but it also emboldened me: if the rules were made up by some dude named Ted who had a Quarter Pounder for lunch and a dog named Wedgie, then they didn’t really hold that much weight, did they? Who says my résumé needs to be kept to one page? Who says sitting at a desk for eight hours is the responsible thing to do? Who says happiness comes from settling down with a “nice young man” with a decent golf swing and a “good-paying job”?

Not that good-paying jobs aren’t delicious. They’re extra delicious. But I couldn’t help but feel like there had to be so much more to life than a 401(k) and a crockpot full of ham.

The truth is, I had always imagined that there was this high-and-mighty Committee of True and Actual Greatness—the universal “they,” if you will—bestowing us all with this series of carefully crafted guidelines according to what was best for humanity. Like the USDA, when they tell you to eat your greens, I had always just assumed that the collective wisdom was actually wise, and that more experience on this planet automatically equaled more knowledge. I assumed that “they” were hard at work advocating for the greater good. But as it would take me great pains to discover: there isn’t anybody out there advocating for you. Your own happiness is sold separately. And there’s no such thing as The Committee of True and Actual Greatness (or even a guy with a dog named Wedgie): it’s up to you to become your own.

As it turns out? Radical self-reliance changed everything for me. I went from being a lost and confused stray—the queen of late cell phone bills, uncertain about everything, flighty with my every move, trying real hard just to make a grilled cheese, perpetually consumed by a dumpster-full of existential angst, and (eventually) even landing myself sleeping in a Kmart parking lot—to learning how to trust in my own voice, say “screw it” to anything that didn’t resonate, believe that my own ideas were actually valid—even if they were drastically different from everyone else’s—have the courage to let my passions guide the way, start my own creative writing company, design my life the way I wanted to (which included choosing not to have kids or a goldfish or even an address in the United States), travel the world, and give the middle finger to so many of the normal ideals and expectations that society markets to us as good.

As a result, I ended up inventing an all-new kind of job for myself that previously didn’t exist as the founder of a kick-ass unconventional company—also lovingly called The Middle Finger Project—that runs purely on my creativity, lets me be myself, allows me to have fun with my work, gives me the freedom to travel where I want, allows me control over the way I spend my time, and earns me a weirdly obscene amount of money (don’t worry, I haven’t been responsible with it). I don’t have to beg for time off to go to the gyno, don’t have to pretend to listen in on conference calls with China, and don’t have to label my yogurts the way I labeled my childhood diaries: “Property of Ash, open and DIE.”

By learning to become radically self-reliant, I custom-made my own role instead of being forced to retrofit myself into someone else’s idea of what “work” should look like. Because if all of us are just making it up as we go along anyway, we might as well have a good time with it, right?

I am grateful to say that I finally feel as if I’ve stepped into the most unfuckwithable version of myself as a woman who actually enjoys her life, so long as Keeping Up with the Kardashians isn’t on TV anywhere nearby, and lives a much different version of it than most people. And what’s neat about that is in the decade and some odd years since, I haven’t looked back. That’s kind of a record for me, since I used to question every decision I ever made.

The way I got here, however, was not by dutifully obeying the rules—I got here by disobeying them instead. And THAT is what this book is about. Unlike the rah-rah, powder-puff brand of cheerleading you might think of when you hear the mildly mortifying term “self-help” (don’t worry, we can just call this: HELP), this book is intended to be a bad influence. But a bad influence in the best way. Because the argument here is simple:

Radical self-reliance comes from following your most dangerous ideas.

It comes from making the dangerous choice, not because it is dangerous, but because it is big. Too many of the choices we make are small and safe, because that’s what we’ve been taught to do. But by putting stock in your most dangerous ideas, you’ll do far bigger things than you would ever do otherwise. And isn’t that the point? To live a life that you aren’t embarrassed by?

My promise to you is this: There will be no safe advice. There will be no cutesy adages. There will be no whitewashed Instagram images of me holding a golden retriever. There will be no “ten minutes a day to gratitude.” There will be no instructions to drink more water. And there will certainly not be any mindfulness meditations.

What there will be, however, is a lot of blunt talk and honest insight laced with sarcasm, f-bombs, and salty pizza pie. Because salt is better than sugar, obviously. And also because sometimes we need the salt to burnnnn. To make us feel something. To wake us up and give us the courage to become dis-satisfied. To rethink what’s possible. To make that dangerous choice. And to start your own middle finger project today.

So if you are someone who’s feeling a little lost and WTF-ey? If you’re disappointed by the way things have turned out? If you’re sick and tired of feeling stagnant, restless, unfulfilled, and numb—both in your career and your life? Grab a jar of pickles and let’s roll.

The first half of this book is all about the art of trusting your most dangerous ideas. I’ll tell you about the really great job I had, but left—and why (including the scandalous encounter I once had in a public bathroom that made me rethink it ALL). We’ll talk about what you should really do when you have an existential career crisis and want to do something new but for the life of you don’t know what (hint: pump those brakes on grad school—read this book first!). I’ll tell you the truth about “finding your passions,” and the real reason why so many people struggle to figure out what they want to do with their one dull and insufferably dismal existence cured only by the nectar known as cheese. We’ll also talk about why quitting is actually the smartest thing you can do in today’s economy, what to do when you feel like a flaky fruitcake who starts and stops but can never seem to get it together, and how to get enough nerve to ignore the Dream Zappers—including your mom and your spouse and that one friend who’s “just looking out for you”—in order to do something more riveting than the laundry.

Then, in the second half of the book, we’ll go deep and talk about all of the things I wish I knew when I was first striking it out on my own. Things like: “Sometimes you’ve got to be a bitch about money.” MY FAVORITE. Or sometimes you’ve got to be brave enough to cause problems, even if they are your own. You’ll learn how to take whatever knowledge you have and turn it into a job you do love (versus some bullshit job you’re just going through the motions of every day), why starting small is actually terrible advice, and how to recover from anything being thrown your way using my “break glass in case of emergency” approach to money and moxie.

On that note, we are going to turn you into a modern-day gladiator who laughs in the face of perfectionism and workaholism and imposter syndrome and all of the confidence traps that one can find themselves in. But by that same token, you’re also going to learn how to be a mother to yourself when you need to—because women, frankly, are killing themselves—and it shows. We’re too generous and we’re too giving and we’re too invested. We need to learn how to be selfish. There is no shame in being difficult, or bitchy, or demanding, ladies, yet this is a skill that many of us have yet to acquire. But you are allowed to want better for yourself. To do something YOU want to do. To take up space. To impose.

Because, real talk? While there very well may be a supreme being and all-powerful ruler worthy of human worship—or, as Urban Dictionary defines God: “Just another celebrity asshole whose opinion on the consumption of pork has been a matter of hot debate”—my money is on you.

This is about becoming your own Committee of True and Actual Greatness.

This is about learning how to appoint yourself.




CHAPTER 2

$50,000 AND A CORPORATE DISCOUNT AT DENNY’S IS NOT THE KEY TO HAPPINESS

OR: IN THIS CHAPTER WE GIVE THE MIDDLE FINGER TO SOUL-CRUSHING WORK THAT REEKS OF LOST DREAMS AND BUNN-O-MATIC COFFEE







I suppose it would make sense to start in the most obvious place: by explaining how a small-town girl from rural Pennsylvania ends up naming not only her book, but her entire company, something as scholarly as The Middle Finger Project. (For the record, there are three instances when you never want to own a business called The Middle Finger Project: when applying for a bank loan, when standing in front of a judge, or whenever anyone utters the words, “Let me introduce you to my mother!”—all of which I have been woefully subjected to.)

The answer to how it all began is just as unconventional. You know how sometimes you hear about these people having these huge, divine, life-changing aha moments—usually while sobbing in front of a toilet? I always wanted one of those moments. But alas, I would have never been caught sobbing anywhere, much less in a public toilet. After all, good girls who spend their entire lives people-pleasing and trying to be perfect would never want to cause a scene.

“Good girl” was definitely what you would’ve called me growing up. Ditto “teacher’s pet,” “kiss-ass,” “honors student,” and “straight-edge.” I had been vice president of the class, student council secretary, and captain of the volleyball team. I was on the yearbook staff, sang in the choir, and was elected as the one person out of my class to attend the Hugh O’Brian Youth Leadership Conference. (It’s annoying just reading this, isn’t it?) Teachers loved me and my friends, a bunch of other overachievers who got together after school to do calculus home-work and study for the exam. We didn’t skip class and we didn’t drink booze and we didn’t party in the fields with all of the other kids. We went to school, and we played sports, and then we went to our after-school jobs from the hours of six to nine p.m., working at places like the ice cream stand or the gas station. Sometimes we even went to the movies.

It will come as no surprise that I would eventually go on to win a full scholarship to a private university, courtesy of Monster.com chairman and CEO Andy McKelvey. The scholarship was awarded based on both entrepreneurial spirit and financial need, and it was a good thing, because when you grow up in a trailer park, you need all the help you can get. That was the one fatal flaw on my résumé: the thing that made me less than perfect.

Where I lived.

I spent every minute of my life trying to overcompensate for the fact that we lived in the equivalent of a glorified Winnebago, rusty wheels and all. I’d walk the long way around the block so the kids at the bus stop didn’t know where I lived (this worked for approximately five seconds). I’d have friends’ parents drop me off at a two-story house down the street. (“You can drop me off here” implied things, but I wasn’t technically lying.) But it was the wintertime that was the worst: that’s when the pipes would freeze.

My mother would dispatch me to the underside of our 1977 gold-and-white mobile home, blow-dryer in hand, where I would dodge spiders and try not to ruin my bangs as I army-crawled underneath, hoping none of the neighborhood kids spotted me. That’s one of the reasons why a girl like me tried so hard to be perfect in every other aspect of her life: it was the only way to mitigate the likelihood that I’d ever have to do this kind of thing as an adult. Being a “good girl” wasn’t a psychological hang-up: it was a whole life plan. If you do nothing wrong, nothing bad will ever happen to you.

This is how a place like Susquehanna County, Pennsylvania, where I grew up, became the way it did: it was full of good people who didn’t want to do anything wrong, so they didn’t do much at all. Then again, the environment doesn’t exactly scream “opportunity.” Susquehanna County is a beautiful place full of rolling hills and breezy wildflowers and hay bales and old farmhouse fences, but it’s also a place where rifles are raffled off at happy hour and alcoholics drink a twelve-pack a day before going to the bar. There’s a sign-up sheet for pumpkin rolls on the counter of the local pizzeria—name, phone number, and how many y’want—and a pencil-scrawled list of those who have been banned from entering the local bar. Friends casually wave to one another through the windshields of their cars while couples go on Friday night dates to the local truck stop. Somehow, the smell of cheese fries and gasoline manages to permeate everything, even when you are driving down the dirt roads you know by heart, your fingertips freezing on the steering wheel, hoping you don’t hit a deer.

Since then, the opioid epidemic has taken hold, but even before that, ambition was not something most people saw, so it became something that most people didn’t have. What you’re surrounded by is what becomes normalized, so I don’t suspect the others felt as desperate a need to escape. In fact, one school friend’s father flat-out refused to leave the county. Many never even saw the need to visit New York City, only three hours to the east. But me? I knew what lay beyond. My parents were transplants from Philadelphia, so I had seen the half-a-million-dollar homes with grand, elegant staircases, families who went on vacation to Nantucket, and kids who had dedicated game rooms for their Nintendos—something I held in the highest regard. I hardly had room for my folded underwear in our trailer.

For a girl who came from a place where old washers are strapped to the back of pickup trucks and townies stand outside smoking cigarettes in their bathrobes, drinking Natty Ice with their teenage sons? I couldn’t help but want more.

Make no mistake: chasing “more” eventually got me back to my birthplace in Philadelphia. And into my first job in marketing. And later, into a coveted job in magazine advertising. By then, I was so happy to be there, I was determined to keep doing everything right. Rules were followed to a T. Work assignments were turned in early. I respected authority and did everything I could to be as good an employee as I was a student. Doing everything “right” was the only guarantee that maybe I’d be able to stay.

But then one day, while working at my perfect little job, going through my perfect little routine, having a perfect little day, finally it happened: I had my very own life-changing moment in a bathroom—except, instead of sobbing in front of a toilet, I was taking a photograph.

One I never should have been taking.

The day started off like any other. I had gone into the office, gotten some paperwork done, and then hopped on the road to meet with a new advertising client: a busy man with a busy schedule who, after a long and drawn-out courting period, finally agreed to hear my pitch. There was only one caveat: we would be meeting at a restaurant instead of his office, and by “restaurant” I mean “run-down biker bar in the boonies.”

WHICH WAS FINE. I didn’t mind: I was obviously no stranger to those types of places. However, I should have known that something was off the moment he told the waitress we’d be having two of “the regular”—which turned out to be Long Island Iced Tea. For those of you who did not grow up sneaking into dive bars and hustling truck drivers in billiards, a Long Island Iced Tea is a giant glass of booze comprised solely of tequila, vodka, rum, gin, AND triple sec, all mixed together and served with a prayer. In other words, probably not the kind of thing most people are drinking at three o’clock in the afternoon. (Even I had standards.)

Sip for sip, we talked about his business challenges and, at one point, even how one of his employees had “fucked his wife.” I blushed but didn’t flinch—as we’ve all discovered, this kind of thing (APPARENTLY ALMOST ALWAYS?) comes with the territory of doing business with powerful, entitled men. But when it was my turn to talk, things took an unexpected turn. Instead of listening attentively, as I’d expected, Terry the Prospective Client—a middle-aged man weathered by the sun, ruggedly attractive like a cowboy—did something else: he pulled out a Polaroid camera from his satchel. And then he started snapping photos of me at the table.

Snap. Snap.

I stopped talking.

Looked him plainly in the face.

“Terry,” I said.

“Oh, come on, Miss Ash,” he said. “Just havin’ some fun.”

He snapped again.

“Give me the camera, Terry,” I said calmly. I thought back to the men who used to hang out at the bar where I had worked one summer back home. One had nicknamed me Tennessee my very first day. Because you’re the only ten I see.

Snap. Snap.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

I was familiar with this brand of man: the kind most women hope are just creepy but harmless. Women are forced to deal with this guy all the time: he’s typically older, balding, and with perpetually stale liquor on his breath, as he grins and raises his eyebrows and licks his chops as if the mere fact that you are standing there is an invitation to comment. To approach. To try his luck and spin the wheel.

That’s exactly what Terry the Prospective Client was doing that day: his behavior was the kind most of us try to politely laugh off and discourage by saying something soft and nonconfrontational like, “Now, now, you behave.” But this brand of man only takes that as a challenge.

I knew I was going to have to try a different approach. Because while I might have been a good girl, I was nobody’s fool. Being from a small town might not have made me the most sophisticated, but it certainly made me scrappy. And while we might’ve grown up not knowing a lot of things, there in Susquehanna County, one thing we do know is how to deal with is this guy.

I nodded in solidarity at the waitress, who looked mildly concerned, and then eventually stood up and slid myself right in the booth next to Terry.

“Terry, Terry, Terry,” I started, shaking my head. Then I laced my elbow underneath his. “How about you and I make a little deal?”

He drawled, amused. “Whaddya got for me, kid?”

“You,” I said, motioning my hand in his direction and smiling sweetly, “are going to take this piece of paper …”

“Yeah?”

“And you’re going to sign it.” I slid the contract in front of his Long Island Iced Tea.

“And while you do that, I’m going to go into the bathroom with this camera and take a very special picture for you.”

He looked at me incredulously.

I expertly twirled the camera strap out of his fingers and into mine.

“Is that right?” he clucked.

“Scout’s honor,” I said, holding up my hand.

“Well, we-ll I certainly know a good deal when I see it. What is it that I’m signing for again? Six months?”

“No, you’re signing for a year,” I replied, having already switched the contract. I always had our office manager draw up two: the standard deal the company hoped I would get, and another one for double the money.

And so while Terry the Prospective Client eagerly signed, I went to the bathroom.

Closed the stall.

And snapped him a picture he would never forget.

When I came out a couple of minutes later, he traced the outline of my body with his eyes, looking me up and down.

“Contract?” I commanded, standing over him, holding out my right hand.

He ceremoniously laid the signed piece of paper onto my palm.

“Good boy,” I said.

And then I gathered my purse and started to put on my jacket, placing the camera back on the table.

“What about my picture?” he scowled.

“Oh, this?” I said innocently, thumbing the Polaroid between my fingers.

“We had a deal,” he frowned.

“That we did,” I said. “And it’s been such a pleasure doing business with you, Terry.”

I threw the picture down on the table.

Walked out.

And heard him groan from the parking lot.

Apparently, he hadn’t expected a picture of my middle finger.





I DO NOT TELL YOU that story to imply that I am a badass bitch who eats men for breakfast. I eat bacon for breakfast. And sometimes leftover buffalo chicken dip. The real reason I’m telling you this story, rather, is because I never should have been in that situation to begin with.

I had spent the first entire quarter of my life doing whatever I could to escape my fate as a cashier at the local Dollar General, so that money had become my only goal. I was determined to become the most middle class of ALL the middle class! I would have carpeted staircases and organic sunscreen and be the kind of person who layered wax paper in between their slices of leftover pizza. (There are people who do this, they should be president.) I would wash myself with a loofah and sprinkle Parmesan on my croutons and finally learn the lyrics to Journey. I had gone to Philadelphia to create “The Conventional Life Project”—and man was I succeeding.

At the time I thought that, like, $50,000 a year was the key to everything. Didn’t we all? I mean, how can you complain about your life when you have quilted toilet paper? And pre-washed potatoes? And those adorable little animal-shaped teeth flossers? There I was, surrounded by these new, elegant human beings from Philadelphia’s Main Line, and I aspired for nothing more than to have their lives. I mean, these were the kind of people who got up every morning and powdered their noses and drove BMWs and then paid thirty dollars for a lunch-sized portion of poultry, and I thought them absolute LEGENDS. Like, whoa, you are rich! You are rolling in money! You must be so happy to have all that money! Nothing can stop you. Nothing. Should we get you some kidnap insurance? Perhaps another pomegranate martini? Somehow, driving a Mercedes and being nicknamed Babs seemed like a much better alternative than everything I had known before it.

So I did what anyone in my position would do: I studied them very closely. Like an anthropologist, I had examined the upper middle class in earnest, looking for clues on what was considered “normal.” I discovered, for example, that these people really seemed to like these things called farmers’ markets. They also read something called The New Yorker, which I had never heard of, and went to this place called Starbucks, which I had never been to. I learned that Coach was the name of a purse, not somebody’s gym teacher, and that “nude” was actually a nail color people paid money for. Furthermore, I learned that it was trendy to talk about school districts, even if you didn’t have a kid, and always be on a committee, because it’ll make you seem important. But most of all?

I learned that bullshit was an art form—and it was essential.

“Hey, Ton-ay!” I’d listen carefully to the way these business-men addressed each another in the streets. There was an exaggerated sense of confidence about their exchanges, something I coveted greatly. I’d watch them hustling and bustling around Philadelphia’s City Hall, patting each other on the backs of their perfectly pressed suits. There was an ease about their demeanor, a certain je ne sais quoi. I hung along the sides of buildings, standing, watching, imitating them in my mind. Hey, Ton-ay! I’d practice the delivery over and over again.

At lunchtime, I’d sneak into fancy restaurants just to listen in on their conversations. I noticed that many professionals sat at the bar, especially the women with their twelve-dollar glasses of white wine and hair that had most definitely NOT been dyed from a box. “Karen, darling, how are you?” they would coo, giving each other cheek kisses. I compared this with the way some of the women I had known growing up greeted one another. “What’s up, fuckers?” their husky smoker’s voices and jack-o’-lantern mouths bursting into a different kind of bar.

Observing the white-collar culture of Philadelphia felt as if I were learning an all-new language—and I was fascinated by it. They said things like, “Let me know your availability” and “Pencil me in,” which I quickly added to my mental Rolodex, along with the word “Camembert,” which seemed decidedly important. They met for ten a.m. yoga classes and carried canvas tote bags and ate pesto and had stick-family decals on the backs of their cars. They used food processors, took their dogs to doggie daycare, and usually had “Live, Laugh, Love” hanging somewhere in the house. (Fortunately, that’s where I drew the line.)

I was a voyeur of the highest degree, an imposter in their world. “Fake it till you make it” was more than cheap advice: it was my only option. And in line with that counsel, I had quickly discovered the joy that is CREDIT. Oh, what a treat to discover that. Turns out, the man at the Toyota dealership hadn’t minded that I was fresh out of school and had never held a full-time job: abracadabra, new car for you! Neither did the man at the Sleepy’s mattress store, who sold me a $5,000 mattress and let me put it on store credit. The woman at the leasing company rented me an apartment for $1,000 a month, plus utilities, which I quickly surmised was more than something you use to clean your hard drive every two years. And those rascals down at Sephora: they didn’t offer me store credit, but they had no problem charging my other ones.

A few final touches had included a five-dollar pair of glasses from Claire’s, which I hoped would make me look more worldly, and one black blazer, which I had proceeded to wear every day as if it were a religion. Granted, the blazer was flimsy and floppy and from Forever 21, but since I was twenty-one, I didn’t think anyone would mind.

Finally, I had tackled the issue of my hair. I had deemed hair of the utmost importance, as it was abundantly obvious that you could tell how well-to-do a person was by how good their highlights looked. I didn’t know where to go or what to ask for, but one day I saw a girl whose hair I thought looked smashing, so I asked her for her stylist’s name and that’s where I went. Three hundred dollars and some odd change in credit card charges later, I finally looked the part.
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