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			To Aiden Rae & Lila James, this book is for you. . . . I hope I make you proud!
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			Introduction

			Life Is a Circus, but That Doesn’t Mean We Should Put on a Show

			If there is an elephant in the room, I won’t ignore it. I’ll pitch a circus tent and step onto the podium as ringmaster of the issue. Although I’ve made my career in the fashion industry, I am pretty much no frills. I don’t wear my husband’s T-shirts or anything as bad as that, but much to my surprise, I live a pretty conventional, traditional life, which was carved out by the time I met my to-be husband in college when I was twenty. I was one of the first of my friends to get married, get pregnant, and start my own business, and part of the pleasure of all of that was sharing the ups and downs with all of them. The e-mail updates were my secret way of journaling my life’s events—large and small—so I wouldn’t forget them. I have short-term memory from way too much. . . . 

			I’m an open book, so as years went on, I e-mailed and IMed (I believe this is now a legitimate verb) less about personal details and more on musings about things that were happening to me and around me, like how the purpose of Realtors eluded me, how much I despise the stick figure family decals on the backs of minivans, the moment I first learned about mucus plugs, or the time I approached a sweaty construction worker and asked him if he expected his hoots to produce any specific desired effect. “I’m curious, sir, do you want me to whistle back?” I asked. “What are your criteria for who you holler at?” “Do you think this will lead to drinks at the nearest pub?” This is when people beyond my personal friends started reacting. A publicist by trade, I don’t know why I was so surprised that my posts were being forwarded, and men and women of different stages and ages were applauding whatever I was saying. After all, it’s what I do for a living. I am paid to get people to pay attention. But when the pregnant thirty-something receptionist at my hair salon asked me for my e-mail address after I told her there was a crap catcher in the delivery room, it was a turning point for me. Now, I actually believed what came out of my mouth had value. 

			Just like me, so many women don’t realize the value of their own opinions or observations. It kills me to see so many of us go through the motions of etiquette or political correctness or just plain insecurity and shyness. We “people please,” go along with the herd, or nod in agreement with an ignorant/arrogant boss and then lose ourselves in the process. In short, we act, and adopt many acts to cover up what we really believe is true. We forget who we really are and what we really want, until we become clones of each other. (I don’t think there needs to be one more person in the world walking around wearing a Tory Burch flat.) Even worse, we lose the opportunity for real growth and real interpersonal connection by avoiding speaking the truth about how we feel or what we think and how we see the world through our own eyes. I call this phenomenon adopting the act. 

			Speaking of, here’s how my eyes see my world: it’s the freaking UN in my house!

			I am half-black, half-white, and married to a Jewish guy. I can’t do the math to figure out exactly what that makes my two little girls, because I refuse to do math. But for a Cluster F like me, the fashion world works—it’s an arena in which it doesn’t matter what you are; everyone is so superficial, all they are looking for is what, or, more appropriately, who you are wearing. The superficiality that surrounds me helps me avoid the need to feel I have to “label myself,” but at the same time is a world that is defined by the idea that “to look good is to feel good,” which has been somewhat of a double-edged sword in my career life. I always had this feeling that there was more out there for me. That I needed to do something to better the world in some way . . . and getting paid to put pretty things on pretty, privileged people for the rest of my life was not going to cut it. 

			I’m good at what I do, but superficial is the exact opposite of who I am and how I live. I am scarily honest. My poor husband, Brian, is the one who sees it every day. It can be such a great way to be but such a bad way, too, because people really only appreciate honesty in the abstract. Once it comes rolling toward them, the thunder scares them off. But at the end of the day, if a lab tested your blood, don’t you expect the lab to call you to tell you if your results showed herpes? 

			Okay, clearly I wasn’t the star of my high school debate team, but I hope you know what I’m saying. Everyone in my immediate life knows what I’m saying, because I am the person who “just says it.” All this “stuff” swims in the room until it feels flooded, but nobody says anything. I didn’t purposely make myself the Ambassador of Saying It Like It Is and certainly nobody appointed me to the position of having to blow my lifeguard whistle and announce, “Hey folks, we’re drowning in bullshit here! Women and children first!” But I can’t help it.

			In my defense, I don’t mean to be bitchy. I do have a filter. There’s just shit I feel compelled to say, like what a complete injustice looks like. I learned from the injustices in my own life, from a very early age, to call people out on their shit, beginning with my own father. After my parents’ divorce, my mom had to struggle so hard while my father, who basically had it all, lived a quarter of a mile away. No adult at the time said how fucked up this was, so I’d be the one to stick up for her. And now, I can’t stop calling people out on their stupidity and selfishness. For instance, why today I feel like I need a giant sign on my shirt saying, “These kids are mine” when I walk into my local Starbucks, is beyond me. Or “No, I’m not their nanny!” Like I said, though, I do have a filter, or else I would’ve already made a spectacle of myself by turning to the woman behind me in line who just asked me how much “my family paid me” because she is looking for a new nanny herself, and saying, “Why don’t you remove yourself from my face until you open your eyes and notice we live in a melting pot!” And finally, I really can’t keep my mouth shut when I see how some families define their relationships with their family members by measuring the amount that they do or don’t do for each other! Do we have to keep count? Do we have to measure these things as a family or can we just do what we can do for each other and hope that we all contribute in some way? 

			I choose not to ignore the uncomfortable things because how will we ever be able to move past what bothers us? It’s incredibly liberating to get it out there, discuss, and move on and hope that the conversation is productive and leads to a better understanding of how each person feels.

			Honestly? A Book about Honesty?

			I do want to write a book about honesty, but when I say honest, I am not talking about it in the “Thou shalt not lie” way. I’m talking about going against the grain on one of the most obnoxious and insulting pieces of propaganda out there: “Act as if.” I’ve seen this little ditty in dozens of self-help books, and it’s supposed to help us “imagine” and “visualize” ourselves “as if” we were doing or acting in the way we hope to (so then it can come true!). Here’s a concept: Why not act “as.” As. That’s it. Nothing more than that—just act as. As you are. As I am. Wouldn’t that be nice? To drop the act, let down the guard, the barrier, and the “imagining,” and let women see each other’s vulnerabilities, imperfections, and neuroses, and then laugh them off. Be unabatingly real, by shouting, “I know I seem like I’m ‘put together,’ but I’m not, and frankly, pretending isn’t worth it anymore!” Oh, that would feel so good. Maybe if women can get to this place, we can all get some real connection going again, like the type we had when we were young. 

			You know the friend you met when you were eight or nine years old? The one with whom you made friendship bracelets, learned to French braid hair, traded stickers, and played hopscotch? Can you remember how vulnerable that age is and just how raw you were? When you were with this friend, which was probably as close to 24/7 as you could get, you were simply yourself without any outside influences; you were exactly as you were. I have a friend like that. I met her at camp and she was my maid of honor, and to this day, twenty-seven years after we met, we love each other. So no matter what happens between the ages of nine and ninety-nine, you can put on different clothes, have different careers, have more money, have less money, marry very different types of guys, and it will never make a difference. You just know each other’s true essence. 

			As a grown-up, I still hold relationships to that standard. I like the genuineness of it. I feel safe in that way of being. I don’t like or trust people who aren’t themselves. When people are open with me, I feel comfortable, connected. 

			My Circus of Contradiction

			I think I was compelled at an early age to divulge the most authentic side of myself to most anyone who could take it. When you go to private/prep school and have a mom who was a debutante in St. Louis, is a member of the Junior League, and married a black man from New York City’s Upper East Side projects, you pretty much have a hard time concealing who you are or where you come from. Just looking at me, it’s pretty obvious. 

			Race was a big issue in 1975, the year I was born, and I was a mixed-race child. I didn’t like people assuming things about me that they didn’t know, but when you wear your heritage like a neon sign, people just think they have the right to judge you or try to figure you out. So, in order to avoid all of that, I tried to beat people at their own game by just putting myself out there as a way to deflect prejudgments and assumptions; it was my so-called armor. My rationale was, if I let you see what you get from the start, you won’t have to wrongly assume anything about me. I’ll beat you at your own game. I guess, like, I was playing offense for my entire life. I’ll control the ball, so you don’t take it from me and run it in the wrong direction. But what’s even truer is that I am more defensive when it comes to other people. It kills me to see anyone stuck in a bad or negative moment. Let’s enjoy the moment, not be deterred or distracted in our heads thinking negative things that are useless and counterproductive. If you put it out there, and just say it, it’s very Zen, like watching a thought in your mind and letting it go. 

			So, I play offense and defense, which keeps my mind very busy, to say the least. I live a life of contradiction. I require authenticity, but I work in a world that is superficial as hell. I have knowledge of things, but they don’t define me. My father had money, but my mom no longer lived that life of privilege after her parents disowned her for marrying my dad (which resulted in divorce anyway). I went to a private school and traveled first class with my father to places like Hawaii, while my mother struggled every day. My friends drove luxury cars like Mercedes and Range Rovers, and I had a Honda Civic, only after I earned it. These contradictions in my life certainly were not invisible to pretty much anyone. So what did I wind up doing? I pitched the tent, and invited all of the elephants in the room to join my circus! 

			So, instead of being afraid to talk about my mixed race, my parents’ divorce, the grandparents I never knew, I talked more about them. And the strangest thing happened. I realized how uncomfortable and fearful people are of the truth. To this day, I still don’t know why. To me the truth doesn’t hurt. It heals. When I have conversations with a person I want it to be like a breath of fresh air for both of us, and that can’t happen if I’m not honest. It is music to my ears when I hear, “I never knew that,” or “Nobody ever told me, until you,” or “I love that you just said that.” And after so many years of acting so many different ways, lying to fit in, and making myself a carbon copy of the people around me, it’s refreshing to finally be okay with the person I was always meant to be. 

			The Point Is . . .

			Aside to always keep the Ninth Commandment, the point is I hope this book inspires women to give themselves permission to talk about the things they want to talk about but don’t feel like they can. How long can any one of us keep up appearances, and live in fear of alienation if we dare express our true views and justify our feelings? It doesn’t always have to be so neat and pretty. Once in a while it’s okay to step in some elephant dung. You know that saying, “If your friend jumped off the George Washington Bridge, would you?” In short, just because everyone else is doing it does not mean you have to, too. Isn’t that the lesson we learn (especially girls) when we are introduced to peer pressure at the ripe age of twelve? Doesn’t that still apply even when we are in our thirties? Do we really all have to have the same Chanel bag, Moncler coat, and Prada boots? Or can we all choose things we love for ourselves because we love them, not because they propel us into a certain stratosphere where we think we can be accepted? 

			If you yearn for honest, authentic, and intimate relationships and figure that you’re not alone in your thinking, you are right. Imagine a world in which you can talk to another person about real issues big and small and not be judged. In which you can drop the act and not be ashamed of what is really going on in your life. From whether to stay in a relationship for the sake of the children to how much pot can you smoke and still be normal. Can you flash someone and not get arrested? And if you ever get arrested, do you one day tell your kids? Ah, the freedom that can come with broaching some of these subjects. We might just quit therapy!

			I wrote this book to cross the divisive lines of shame and insecurity and scrutiny that we have been trained to cover up by acting as if we have it all “put together!” The woman who feels compelled to deck herself out to go grocery shopping, not because she is going somewhere after but because she feels like if she doesn’t she will be judged by other women. Or the professional career mom who feels like she has to keep her work life separate for fear of non-working moms judging her for not showing up to school assemblies! Or the full-time mother who feels she constantly has to justify herself to the working mom! And the woman who just knows she will truly find happiness if she just lost weight. I wrote it to make you laugh, because if I say something that makes someone chuckle or even text me “LMAO,” or “OMG,” that is my confirmation that I just validated another person because, to me, something is funny because there is truth to it. I also wrote it because, frankly, there is shit I know that I learned the hard way, and I figured you might want to know it, too. Am I going to give you all the answers to life’s greatest mysteries? No. Am I going to give you the recipe for an elixir that will poison your mother-in-law? No. Will I tell you it’s okay to have that one-night stand? Maybe. (I had a one-night stand once, but I married him.)

			I will, however, most definitely tell you that I have longer and stronger relationships of all types (family, love, friendship, work) because I am a straight shooter; because I have learned to drop the various acts we adopt in our culture to cover up the “flaws.” If you cut out the bullshit, and just drop the act, you get where you need to get a lot faster. None of us have time or energy for the dance . . . it’s exhausting. 

			Pièce de Résistance

			Before we move on to the rest of the book, I will leave you with this. You already know I am a publicist in the fashion industry, but I haven’t mentioned that I specialize in accessories—shoes, bags, jewelry, scarves, hats, broaches, and so on. I know I am not saving lives every day when I help market a new brand, but I do think accessories are a powerful tool for a wardrobe update and an emotional lift. One steamin’ piece can change a look. Accessories identify and accentuate your personality with little maintenance or adjustment to your current clothing; and it never matters what size you are one month to the next. 

			When you decide to drop the act, speak your mind, tell the truth, listen to others without judgment, open up dialogues, and even welcome a little debate, it changes your entire look. Wearing your authenticity on the outside, as if it were a medallion, is a message of your true personality—an added accessory that updates your life and enhances the lives of others. I hope that all of the topics we will be discussing with fervent honesty in the following chapters—from self-esteem

			
		

	cover.jpeg
[XHAUSHFJ





OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol.jpg





