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LAST SUMMER, MY HUSBAND, JASON, AND I WENT TO see my friend’s daughter perform in her school play. The production was called Thirteen Dancing Princesses. We were early, so we gathered with my friend and her family in the courtyard of the school. Jason asked what the play was about. Gretchen told him, “There are thirteen teenage girls in it. Basically, there is a lot of crying and costume changes.” Jason replied, “Sounds a lot like our house.” Which made everyone laugh but also has the virtue of being the truth.

That said, if I didn’t have a wealth of ugly habits, shortcomings, and failures, I wouldn’t be so well qualified to write a book called The Joy of Doing Things Badly. Truly I say unto you, I’d have to destroy a rain forest to commit to paper my multiple, albeit pedestrian, flaws. At times, I have thought that it is a mighty cruel joke that God could bestow on me such a yearning for perfection—the loud and resounding voice within that Sue Bender calls “the judge”—alongside so little ability to reach my myriad and lofty goals. When I was a child, I thought “Humpty Dumpty” was just a story, like “Cinderella” or “The Three Little Bears.” I did not know that it was a parable of fear and failure and loss. What this book is about, at the very heart of it, is how, time after time, with no help from all the king’s horses and all the king’s men, you can put yourself back together again.

Throughout my life, my willingness to fall flat on my face has been my most marked characteristic. Never having had money, I have always been willing to spend the one thing that I have in hefty supply: time. In the ninth grade, I learned that one boarding school scholarship would be awarded to an “underprivileged student” at my school. I spent months on the application, dreaming myself into the school uniform and onto the school’s campus. In the end, I didn’t get in.

In tenth grade, a guidance counselor encouraged me to apply to be the school’s nominee for a year-long exchange program with a high school in Germany. I got the school nomination; but again, I didn’t get the scholarship. By then, however, I had a taste for applications, and applying for things became the one thing that I was actually good at. I won a one-week scholarship to a girls’ leadership program at Chestnut Hill College in Pennsylvania. I won a two-week scholarship to a teen journalism program in New Jersey. At sixteen, I was accepted to Simon’s Rock College, a college for kids who wanted to go to college early. And when I was eighteen, I won the thing that would forever shape my life: an internship at a magazine called Sassy.

The thing about that particular internship is that it came fresh on the heels of what felt like another failure. A friend of mine had interned at YM magazine. She encouraged me to apply to Seventeen magazine, the fabled land of Sylvia Plath and Brooke Shields and Phoebe Cates. My friend Susan encouraged me to apply for an internship at the magazine as well. I was promptly turned down. But I refused to be discouraged. I got out a copy of the Manhattan Yellow Pages and I called every publication in the “magazine” section starting with A. I did not know that “Hello, do you have any internships?” was not the way to get ahead in the publishing business. For more than four hours, I was hung up on, transferred, and then hung up on again; I was told no in almost every conceivable fashion. Then I got to S and called up a magazine called Sassy, which just happened to be a new magazine for teenage girls. I was transferred to the managing editor, who very kindly invited me to send her a letter and my résumé and then invited me in for a meeting.

My first failure helped me: An internship at Sassy, led to an internship at Seventeen, which led to internships at Essence and Life. By the time I was twenty-one, I had an assortment of short clippings with my very own byline, and I began to believe that I was really and truly a writer. I’ll never forget being invited to a fancy cocktail party by a powerful editor at a magazine where I worked. At this party, I was buttonholed by an older man, a surgeon of some renown in his field who had published some short stories to great acclaim. He asked me what I wanted to do, now that I had graduated and was beginning my literary career. I told him that I wanted to write a book. His laugh was loud and hearty. “Of course, you do,” he said, and it seemed to me that “of course” had a dozen syllables in his mouth, each one more mocking than the last. “But you won’t write anything of importance until you’re thirty.” I asked him what I was supposed to do in the nine years between twenty-one and thirty. He shrugged. This in itself turned out to be a very powerful lesson: There is no shortage of people who will tell you what you can’t do, but these same people don’t always have a lot of encouraging advice about what you should be doing. It’s as if filling you with trepidation is their sole purpose in life.

A year later, when I was twenty-two, I was invited by the filmmaker John Singleton to write a “making of” movie book for his second film, Poetic Justice. When John called me, I thought of my conversation with the nay-saying surgeon, and I wondered what he might have me do. Should I have told John Singleton, the youngest person ever to be nominated for a Best Director Academy Award (he was twenty-five at the time), “I’m only twenty-two, call me in eight years when I am thirty?” I didn’t think so. What I did, what I always do, is give it my very best shot. I once heard an actor say that whenever you are asked in the course of an audition if there’s something you can do, say yes: yes, you can juggle knives, roller skate backward, build a boat with your bare hands. Say yes because there’s a chance you’ll get the job, and then you’ll have the time to learn. So that’s what I did when John asked me to write the Poetic Justice book. I moved to Los Angeles where I did not know a soul. I took three buses to get to the movie studio where the film was being shot while I studied diligently for my driver’s license. During that first month, when I spent hours on the bus, I often thought, “If only the people on this bus knew that I was on my way to a movie set with Janet Jackson and Tupac Shakur.” But a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. I took the bus to the set until I passed my driving test.

I did not own a computer so I wrote the book, my first book, on a secondhand electric typewriter. This, as you might imagine, took forever. Imagine the combination: A minuscule amount of talent, the attention span of a fruit fly (ask my friends, I do not exaggerate), and a typewriter that was so old it predated the correction ribbon. This meant that I wrote a draft of the chapter, corrected it by hand, then very carefully typed it in. When I was done with the book, I went immediately to the copy shop and made six copies, for fear that I would lose the original. This, in 1992, when the rest of the world (or so it seemed) was tooling along happily on fast, efficient PCs.

Sometimes, when I think back on that Poetic Justice book, I want to cringe. I could write that book a million times better today, but the fact is that the opportunity to write the book did not come to me when I was overqualified for the role. It came to me when I had to reach for it. And while my writing skills might be better today, I could not write that book today because John would not be making his sophomore film today; Janet Jackson would not be starring in her first feature film today; and Tupac Shakur, Janet’s co-star in the film, is not alive today. I look back at that time, and I know that the joy of writing that book was not in my genius prose, but simply in being there: up front and counted for, when life came a-calling.

I am as ungifted in my play as I am in my work. I do not see my friend Liba as much as I would like. We have lived in the same city for over a year and between our new marriages and her new baby and our crazy jobs, we have gotten together less than a half a dozen times. But time with her is always inspirational. Liba, who is a visual artist and movie production designer, once gave me a set of watercolors and paper, which sat on the shelf for years because I’d never learned to draw, let alone paint, anything more than a smiley face. I couldn’t waste that lovely paper on smiley faces. Besides—and this was always a clincher—who would I show my artwork to? I don’t think I’m alone in my elementary-school affinity for show-and-tell. Why learn a piece of music unless it’s to be performed? Why knit a sweater unless it’s to be given to a loved one? We think everything we do has to be up to snuff, and we forget that the pure, uncensored joy of living in our own skin comes when we are not attached, 24/7, to either our fans or our critics. We can paint just for ourselves. We can belt out torch songs in an empty office when everyone else has gone home, and we can tango across the living room solo. No one’s going to stop us from baking soufflés that fall and eating them in the privacy of our own kitchens. Trust me on this one: Chocolate doesn’t have to be beautiful to taste really, really good.

Sometimes ethnic stereotypes make our shortfalls all the more painful. My posse of friends is brimming with black girls who can’t play basketball, Latinas who don’t speak Spanish well, and Asians who can’t do math. “Black girls are supposed to be able to dance!” moans my friend Ali, who awkwardly muddled through our hip-hop adolescence and its complicated dances. These days, Ali is more comfortable with how her body moves, whatever people might say or think. She keeps on grooving even when she reaches the inevitable moment on the dance floor when, she says, “I realize I have lost the beat with no clue as to where to find it.” When Liu Xiang won the 110-meter high hurdles at the 2004 Olympics in Athens, he gained the nickname “The Yellow Bullet,” a nickname that he embraced. “It is unbelievable—a Chinese, an Asian, has won this event.” It has long been accepted in the world of track and field, that Asians do not run as fast as their American, African, and European counterparts. “It is a proud moment,” Mr. Liu told reporters, “not only for China, but for Asia and for all people who share the same yellow color.” He is the first Chinese person to win a sprinting event in modern Olympic history.

The fear of doing something badly can affect more than just sports and entertainment. My friend Jenny remembers that before she decided to have a child, she was deeply afraid of being a bad mother. Off-key sonatas will be forgotten, but the mistakes we make with our children threaten to haunt us our entire lives. It was only when she got comfortable with the idea that she would certainly do many things wrong as a mother that she was able to go ahead and get pregnant. “The thing about doing things badly is that if you keep doing them, sometimes you get better,” she says, as we walk down a tree-lined street toward the pizza parlor, her daughter speeding happily on Rollerblades ahead of us.

I’ve learned that it’s a blessing when you can take something you once weighted down with shame and turn it into a pleasure. There’s an art to doing things badly, especially in a society that puts so much emphasis on beauty, perfection, and achievement. Most of us talk ourselves out of doing anything we’re not good at. Maybe we don’t admit that our egos drive us to put forth only our brightest and best selves. We are, after all, so busy. Who has time for something we fully expect to be miserable at?

The “Birthday Passions” is what I call them. For my birthday, every year, I’ve decided to not to buy myself something but to indulge in something I never expect to master. The first Birthday Passion was a simple gift: Jane Austen Thursdays. Every Thursday afternoon, I gave myself one hour to read Jane Austen. I started with her first novel and my plan was to work my way through all six of them. The beauty of it was that I had to read Austen only for that hour. There was no rushing to finish the book for a book club or a class. Whether I read ten pages or a hundred pages of Austen on a Thursday afternoon, it was good enough. In fact, it was wonderful. I had read Pride and Prejudice in college but hadn’t had much appreciation for it, largely I think because I was taking six courses at the time and working three campus jobs. Careening through Austen at three o’clock in the morning did little to transport me to the drawing rooms and country estates in which her characters pondered the correlation between virtue and wealth.

When I was in my twenties, Jane Austen enjoyed a revival in cinema. While everyone always says that the movies are never as good as the books, it was the movies that brought me back to Jane. Mansfield Park; Gwyneth Paltrow in Emma; and my all time favorite, Emma Thompson’s Sense and Sensibility. I saw the latter in the theater seven times. When at a professional luncheon some years later I had the chance to meet the film’s producer, Lindsay Doran, I think I frightened her, just a little bit, with my obsession with the film. But it’s she I have to thank for the Birthday Passions. It was through reading her introduction to the published version of the screenplay that I learned how she had spent a dreary semester abroad in London, curled up in a library reading Austen, in the order the books were written, from the first book to the last. It sounded like heaven and, as I discovered when I undertook the task, it was.

Duplicating Doran’s journey through Austen became a great pleasure: one hour a week, doing exactly as I pleased. There are so many things I want to incorporate into my daily routine: meditation and yoga and a nightly stroll after dinner. I want to write letters, not e-mails. I want to get up early and go to the wholesale flower market downtown instead of buying overpriced roses that wilt in two days at the local florist. I want fruits and vegetables from the farmers’ market, and I want to feel the breeze in my hair as I ride my bicycle to that market. But sometimes, all the time really, these things feel out of reach. I do yoga one week and then promptly lose my Zen when I realize that I am, again, out of toilet paper and laundry detergent. I wake up and do a morning meditation; but the minute I sit, cross-legged, I can’t help but think that if I have only an hour to spare before I have to get to work, I really need to be dragging my lard butt to a gym. The beauty of the Birthday Passions, beginning with the dive into Austen, is that all I had to do was show up for an hour each week. One goal instead of twenty; one new, fresh, and interesting resolution instead of the same old chorus of shoulda, coulda, woulda.

As the weeks went on, I made my Jane Austen Thursdays cozier. I brewed a pot of tea. I heated up a scone. I treated myself to the loveliest jam that I could find. And for one hour a week, sometimes two, sometimes three if time permitted, I nestled under a wool throw and allowed myself to be transported to the world of Pride and Prejudice, Sense and Sensibility, and Mansfield Park.

I started in September, but by the time December came, I was so busy that I never got back to my Thursdays. My initial instinct was to be frustrated: Why was my life so busy that I could not finish six novels in a year’s time? Instead, I chose to be happy for what I was able to do. For three heavenly months, I reveled in this time. I’ll get to those other three novels, eventually. And I dream of the day when I can carve out the time to devote one afternoon a week to exploring other authors that I love: Margaret Atwood Mondays, Toni Morrison Tuesdays.

When I was a child, my mother always used a certain Spanish expression: “Las cosas se hacen bien o no se hacen” (“Do things well or not at all”). I understand the logic of this, but in the end, this has not been a philosophy I choose to live by. The joy of doing things badly means that, in the process of leaving things undone, there is always something left to do. Someday I will learn how to drive a stick shift—or not. At some point in the future, probably when I retire, I will meditate twice a day. I like this image of myself, silver-haired and calm. If I were a picture of peace now, in the midst of my go-go thirties, perhaps it would be fortune delivered too soon. Maybe like a child star, I would find that too much success early on is bound to lead to bad things. Someday, I will learn how to swim. In the meantime, I drive an automatic and meditate once a week, and, as embarrassed as I am to admit it, I have been known to wrestle with small children in the shallow end of the pool for the last remaining noodle or arm floatie thingee, or whatever it is I need to be confident that I won’t drown.

I have a friend who mocks me for not keeping up with popular culture. “I can’t believe you haven’t seen [Insert name of popular/award-winning/ground-breaking film here].” “I can’t believe you haven’t read [Insert name of popular/award-winning/ground-breaking book here].” She doesn’t mean to mock me. She means to educate me, to make sure that I am keeping up on the latest trends. What I’ve learned is that if you live long enough, then the things you want most in life will wait for you. I recently read a book that I have been carrying from apartment to apartment for fourteen years: Bicycle Days by John Burnham Schwartz. When I first bought the book, I was intrigued by the cover. I did not know then that I would eventually, like the protagonist in the novel, travel and live in Japan. Reading the novel so many years later was all the sweeter because I knew the terrain of the book in a way that I could not have possibly known it when I was younger.

When I first went to Japan, everyone and their mama asked me if I had read Memoirs of a Geisha. I began to feel like the worst kind of ignoramus because I had not read Arthur Golden’s best-selling book. But I was swamped with my work at Newsweek and my Japanese lessons took up all my free time. I packed Memoirs of a Geisha with me, and I read it in Kyoto, in a two-hundred-year-old inn near the geisha district. I walked the streets described in the novel by day. Then I stayed up for hours, traversing those same streets through the magic of Golden’s prose at night. I am so grateful that I read Memoirs of a Geisha where I did and how I did.

We are constantly made to feel as if we were playing an infernal game of catch-up: what’s hot at the box office, what’s on the front page of the book review, where’s the latest travel destination? Books will wait. Movies will wait. Languages will wait. And even countries will wait. Of course, there is a fine line between the joyful laziness of doing things in your own time and not doing anything at all. But I have always believed that if we stay alert to the possibilities, we will each be led to our own miracles, our own moments of grace.

When I first graduated from college, I read an article in a now-defunct magazine called Mademoiselle about women taking control of their finances. The article was by a writer named Lucy Schulte (now Lucy Danziger, the editor of Self.) At the time, I was making $18,000 a year and living in New York City, where rents and taxis and meals out were so expensive that I had no money to save or invest. But nonetheless I had been impressed with the quotes from a financial consultant named Linda Schoenthaler, and I carried that article around from purse to purse and from job to job. One day, I told myself, when I had money to save and invest, I was going to call her up.

Years went by, and the article began to fall apart. I made a photocopy and threw the original away. When that photocopy began to wither, I made three more. Placing one in a file and one in a purse and one in a desk drawer at the job I had at the time. Five years passed and finally, I was ready to make the move. Linda Schoenthaler no longer worked at the same firm. When I called, they told me she had opened her own firm on Madison Avenue. I called her new office and asked how much it was to see her. I later learned that she thought I was the dim-witted assistant of one of her competitors trying to inquire about her rates. She suggested I come in for an appointment if I was serious about hiring her. I went into her office that day with my mother, who happened to be visiting me from her home in Florida. The two of us were immediately impressed by the Madison Avenue digs. And this is what I remember more than anything, Linda’s assistant offered us a cold drink, and two Coca-Colas quickly appeared on a silver tray, like something out of a movie. It was the first time that I’d ever experienced anything like that, and I was both excited and intimidated.

When I finally met Linda, she looked with disbelief at the five-year-old article I unfolded from my purse. And because I had been so determined to one day get my financial life on track, she offered to let me work with one of her junior associates at a rate that I could afford. I wish I could say this was how I built my fortune. Alas, I have no fortune. Not yet. But that day I took a powerful step from a life of credit card debt to a life of saving and investing. And I knew that step really began five years earlier, the day I ripped that article out of a magazine and refused to throw it away.

I know that a lot of people believe in visualization. But how does it work in real life? We visualize ourselves thin or rich or happy, but that doesn’t necessarily make it so. When I was in my early twenties, I wandered—in a very haphazard way—onto a cliff, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Standing at the edge of this cliff and staring intently at the crashing waves was a legendary jazz musician that I had listened to my entire life. I introduced myself, and the jazz musician proceeded to tell me about a woman he had once dated, a famous actress, whom he seemed to still love even though it had been decades since the two had separated. “Beauty fades,” the jazz musician said to me, “but substance doesn’t. You think you are a grown woman, but you have hardly begun. Become a woman of substance.” Then he gave me his phone number. I later found out that the woman he claimed to idolize he had also abused. But sometimes you have to know to take good advice from bad people, and his was still sound long after I misplaced his number.

The year I turned twenty-five turned out to be a miserable birthday for me. I broke up with my boyfriend and my best friend. My family life was in turmoil. My brother was in jail. My mother and I were at cross-purposes, stuck between our old roles and the kind of friendship of equals that we both wanted to have. I was lonely and tired, and I woke up each morning with the feeling that I’d spent the entire night being battered about beneath the sea. It was also the year of the O.J. Simpson trial, and the media think tank where I was a fellow kept asking me to go on television as a journalistic expert. I did not want to go on television and talk about O.J. Simpson, and the more I withdrew from the major news story of the year, the more I felt that I had failed in my work.

Earlier that year, I had been an editor at the New York Times Magazine and had bid, unsuccessfully, for the first serial rights to publish an excerpt from Frida Kahlo’s illustrated journal. The drawings in that journal had stayed with me long after the auction to publish them had come and gone. I kept trying to figure out a way to use images in my own journal. Finally, shortly, after my twenty-fifth birthday, I decided to make a journal about the woman I wanted to be. I began to cut pictures out of magazines of women I admired. And what I realized was that the year I turned twenty-five, many of the women that I looked up to were actually turning thirty-seven. This must seem like a random discovery, but after a while, it began to gain credence. Emma Thompson was thirty-seven. And Angela Bassett was thirty-seven. And Kristin Scott Thomas was thirty-seven.

Ever since I was a teenager, I had dreamed of my twenty-fifth birthday. I had pictured myself a grown woman with my own apartment, having fabulous parties with my fabulous friends and a fabulous assortment of gentlemen callers. Truthfully? I stole this image straight from that swinging scene in Breakfast at Tiffany’s where Holly Golightly crams a hundred guests into her bachelorette pad; at my party, too, somebody was going to wear a lampshade, and everyone would dance the samba until a tall model from Texas passed out facedown onto the floor. Since reality was quite the opposite, I picked the age of thirty-seven and began to make my first illustrated journal. I titled it “thirty-seven is the perfect age.” I cut out pictures of women I admired with the soon-to-be-discarded rule that no one under thirty-seven could be in my “women
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