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			Praise for How to Be Okay When Nothing Is Okay

			“When the world (and your own brain) tells you to give up, this book refuses to let you stay in the shadows. With her signature wit and compassion, Jenny Lawson takes readers through the trenches of being human. Her words are a mirror for the messy, beautiful parts of life—a reminder that even in the darkest moments, hope can still be found. This book will save lives.”

			—Kate Baer, #1 New York Times bestselling author of What Kind of Woman

			“It’s as if your friend, your funny, comforting and wise best friend—the one who makes you feel like it’s all going to be okay—turned themselves into a book so that you could carry it everywhere and never let it go. That’s what Jenny Lawson has done here. Nothing short of magic.”

			—Jennifer Pastiloff, bestselling author of On Being Human and Proof of Life

			“No one writes about serious topics in a funny way like Jenny Lawson. But here’s the thing: When Jenny writes, you laugh in recognition, and with the distinct impression that she wrote specifically to let you know that she sees you, and that you’re not alone. Which, of course, she did, she does, and you’re not. How to Be Okay is one hell of a joyful, insightful, comforting read.”

			—Karen Walrond, author of The Lightmaker’s Manifesto, Radiant Rebellion, and In Defense of Dabbling

			“How to Be Okay When Nothing Is Okay is wise and funny and a reminder that you don’t have to be perfect in imperfect times (which is always). I hope Jenny Lawson never gets tired of being an actual national treasure.”

			—John Scalzi, New York Times bestselling author of Starter Villain

			“[A] witty roundup of coping strategies for navigating anxiety, creative block, and distraction. Drawing from her experiences with depression, anxiety, and ADHD, she shares ways of reframing mental flaws and embracing one’s limitations, useful tools (such as identifying concrete sensory details to interrupt emotional spirals, or lowering expectations to bypass creative paralysis), and gentle reassurances (describing how she dealt with her own sensitivity to rejection, she reminds readers that “you’re not for everyone. And that’s wonderful”)…[An] irreverent, idiosyncratic grab bag of tactics for getting through tough mental health days.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			This book is dedicated to my *unorthodox* brain, without which this book would have been finished so much sooner. (But probably would have been incredibly short and boring.)

			And also, to the girl who slipped me a note when I was on book tour that read, “I’m still here because you reminded me that I’m not alone.” I still have that note. And, ditto.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I have spent a lifetime learning to operate a brain that vacillates between overthinking and total shutdown.

			You see, my head is filled with tiny erratic squirrels that occasionally work well but are often on strike, creating periods of anxiety, creative blocks, self-doubt, or sadness. Then the squirrels randomly start working again, but this time in superspeed, as if they have found a tiny stash of squirrel cocaine, making it almost impossible to think past the intrusive anxiety and nervous energy and lack of focus and insistent thoughts that suggest I really must clean out the boxes in my attic (not a euphemism) before doing the work that I need to be doing—especially the work that brings me joy and fulfillment and relief…the work that my heart does.

			It is tricky and terrible and wonderful.

			Over the years, I have hoarded a treasure chest of tips and tricks that help me manage my head and my heart. That is what you’ll find here in How to Be Okay When Nothing Is Okay.

			These strategies help me to break through the brain paralysis, allow me to create when I feel empty, and let me survive and even thrive when my depression lies and tells me that the world would be better off without me. They have helped shape me and helped save me. They are concise and simple, because those are the things that work best when you are so overwhelmed that a ten-step solution feels impossible or even insulting. Some are silly, some are deep, but all have helped me to become a better me in spite of myself. And I hope they can help you too.

			In case you are new to me, welcome! And I apologize for all the swearing. My name is Jenny and I have written several darkly humorous books about my struggles with mental and physical illness that somehow became bestsellers. I’ve been married to my long-suffering but loving husband (Victor) for decades, and we have a wonderful kid (Hailey), three demanding cats (Ferris Mewler, Hunter S. Thomcat, and Rolly), and a small neurotic dog (Dorothy Barker). Five years ago we opened a very weird but fun indie bookstore and bar in San Antonio called Nowhere Bookshop that is somehow still thriving.

			Recently, Hailey left for college. I was so happy for them, but I fell into a depression that left me aimless and adrift, and I found myself reaching for this very collection of inspirational reminders like a life raft. It doesn’t magically fix everything as soon as you read it. I don’t think that book exists. Instead, it’s a powerful compilation of words that help me reconnect, refocus, and find joy even in the dark. It’s a collection of prompts and encouragements you can (and should) come back to over and over because the glory and struggle of being human never ends. These steps are the work of life. And that work can be beautiful.

			As you move through these pages, please know:

			You got this.

			You are not alone.

			There are a lot of us out there, although you don’t hear as much from us as we are too busy just trying to make our heads work. I once worried that people wouldn’t understand my strange mind or weird wisdom, but what I’ve found is that there are so many of us who share the same struggle and who are also desperately searching for easy ways to help tame their complicated minds so they can better find comfort and delight in their lives. On every book tour I’ve been on, I’ve had multiple people in the signing line tell me that they felt no one else understood them or met them where they were in their journey. I always have them turn around and look back at the line stretching behind them…to remind themselves and myself that we are far from alone and that we are worthy of the work it takes to find joy and fulfillment.

			We are weirdos and we are legion.

			How to Use This Book

			This book can be read from beginning to end in a single day or broken up over time as needed. There are easy and inspirational sections where you can pick a single quote or motivation when you need a boost but don’t have the energy for anything heavier. There are deeper sections that bring you to more careful thought and contemplation. There are sections for when you need to start again.

			As you read this book, I’m sure there will be things that speak to you and make you say, “I have never related more” and others that make you say, “This lady is seriously fucked up” and possibly even more that make you say, “This lady is seriously fucked up and I have never related more.”

			And that’s great. Because that means you’re exploring and learning and finding the things that make your soul sing or that keep you going. What works for you is as unique and special as you are. So as you move through the pages, I highly encourage you to write your own bits of advice in the margins and then pass this book on to someone who needs it, and then they can add their advice and pass it on until it becomes like the Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants but in book form, which is nice because you almost never get questionable rashes from shared books, but shared pants are always a little bit risky.

			#YepThisIsMe

			Sometimes it’s hard to share our struggles (which is why so many of us posted angsty but cryptic song lyrics on our Tumblr and myspace pages). I was thinking last night how lovely it would be if when you saw something you related to, you could share it with the hashtag #yepthisisme so that it opens up a conversation, or helps people share their challenges, or just allows us to feel less alone.

			So if you find a page in this book that speaks to you, feel free to post it with the #yepthisisme hashtag. And you can also share your own tips or struggles or adamant thoughts on what I got wrong or missed because I’m sure I missed a lot. And selfishly, I’m personally always looking for tools to add to my own collection, so I’d love to know what gems you’ve collected. Maybe it will encourage others to share their life tips or quotes that help get them through the darkness, so that suddenly we can all see how not alone we are.

			It’s like a weird group project, which sounds awful if you—like me—are an oldest sibling perfectionist with chronic anxiety who ended up doing 90 percent of the work on every school group project because it was easier to just do it alone rather than worry about everyone else, but the great thing is that I’ve already done a lot of the work here so you can just relax and enjoy someone else doing the work. Unless you are my editor reading this first draft, in which case, I am so, so sorry.

			Don’t be afraid to share your journey. It’s more beautiful than you know.

		

	
		
			Let’s Reframe This

			One of the hardest things we do to ourselves is compare our lives unfairly to the rest of the world and to the shiny images all around us—images that are not even close to reality. This section features the tools I use to continually correct and reframe these self-doubting perceptions so that I can see what is true. They also help me when I judge myself by impossible standards—the ones that keep me from appreciating how far I’ve actually come.

			This section is for encouragement and acceptance.

			Read this when:

			
					
					You need to grow stronger

				

					
					You want to remember that you are already kicking ass even if you don’t see it yourself

				

					
					You need to take up space and give yourself permission to be you

				

					
					You need to forgive yourself for allowing the world to let you think you ever needed permission to be you in the first place

				

			

			Love and grow your weird-ass self, my friend.

			It makes you dangerous in the best possible way.
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			Encouragement When Nothing Feels Okay

			I have a small notebook that I’ve stuffed with quotes that make me think, inspiring fortunes from cookies, and words that have kept me going. One of my favorites is:

			Let us rise up and be thankful, for if we didn’t learn a lot today, at least we learned a little, and if we didn’t learn a little, at least we didn’t get sick, and if we got sick, at least we didn’t die; so let us all be thankful.

			—Buddha

			This is basically Buddha saying, “BUT DID YOU DIE?”

			And as I’m writing this, I am still alive. And if you are reading this, so are you. And that is something worth celebrating.

			So even if everything went to shit today, you still did something amazing just by surviving, and I’m thankful you’re here and I am not alone. If someone tries to tell you that surviving the day isn’t something to be proud of, they can take it up with me. Or Buddha.

			TRY ARGUING WITH BUDDHA, YOU DICKS.[*]

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* I already know what you’re going to ask. Yes, you can totally use this as a tattoo.

				

			

		

	
		
			Murder Potatoes

			I sometimes struggle with the notion that everyone else has their shit together in ways I never will, and that I am too weird-looking, old, curvy, unsophisticated, etc. to leave the house. I’ve never owned brand-name shoes. Most of my clothes come from the internet and are chosen both for their ability to camouflage cat hair and their number of pockets. I don’t know how makeup works and the one time I tried to learn I got intimidated by a mean twelve-year-old at Sephora and ran away. Sometimes the insecurities I have about what I look like on the outside can be enough to keep me from doing the things I want to do, or make me self-conscious that I could ever fit in.

			It’s then that I remind myself of the hippo.

			Hippos look like enormous, doofy water babies who like long soaks, but really they’re murder potatoes who kill over five hundred people a year; they’re literally deadlier than lions. And hippos are vegetarians so they’re not even doing it to eat you. They just want to kill you for fun. (I assume.)

			My point is, yes, hippos look like clumsy, sweet dummies who are too sluggish to get out of the pool, but inside they are filled with rage and badassery and a terrific strength that almost everyone underestimates. Most people aspire to be a lion—sleek and beautiful and noble—but consider these jiggly powerhouses. Sure, they look like the lazy goofs of the river, and they can’t swim because they’re too heavy, but they can literally run faster than humans. They are so much more than how they appear at first glance. We just don’t necessarily see it because hippos are baddies who have nothing to prove.

			And—let me remind us both—neither do we.

			In a world full of wannabe lions, don’t be afraid to love your inner hippo.

		

	
		
			Meeting Yourself Where You Are

			Years ago I discovered that doodling when I was in a creative slump or bad headspace was incredibly helpful. While on book tour, I spent hours hiding in hotel rooms and drawing, and then I’d add phrases to the art that helped me understand myself or to encourage myself or just to give my hands something to do instead of actively destroying myself. I turned to drawing when I needed to be creative but didn’t feel able to work on my next book. It felt like cheating in a way, devoting time to drawing instead of writing, because writing was what I was good at and how I made my living, but still, I drew.

			I shared the images online and they were sometimes silly and sometimes awful and always imperfect, but they were real and honest and were filled with the thoughts that I couldn’t get out in any other way. They helped me come to grips with issues I was having and let me explore parts of myself that were sometimes hidden or scary or vulnerable. And as I shared, something strange happened. People liked them. They liked them so much, in fact, that I started to get emails from people who had them tattooed on their bodies, as a reminder that they weren’t alone in their strangeness either.

			This was during the golden age of “adult coloring books,” which I always felt was a confusing label because every coloring book can be “adult” if you’re an adult who likes to color. For some reason, it was as if we needed permission to play again—as if coloring was only acceptable if you were using fancy pencils to color in genitals or profanity. Not that I’m against either of those, because they make excellent subjects, but it sucks that doing things that are playful are automatically deemed “childish,” when they can be so incredibly joyful and therapeutic and helpful. I can’t help but think there’s a little baked-in misogyny here. After all, grown men are encouraged to be obsessed with playing (football, hockey, rugby) their whole lives, but it’s often somehow different with subjects that are enjoyed more by women.

			Sorry. I got off on a tangent there.

			I was able to meet myself where I was, admitting that I didn’t have it in me mentally to write at the time and instead exploring what was calling to me. Meeting myself where I was also meant dealing with what Ira Glass called the Taste-Talent Gap in an interview in 2010. It’s that awkward period of time when the same killer taste that drew you into the creative work in the first place is telling you that your work is falling short of where you want it to be. From Ira: “It’s only by actually going through a volume of work that you are actually going to catch up and close that gap. And the work you’re making will be as good as your ambitions…. It takes a while, it’s gonna take you a while—it’s normal to take a while. And you just have to fight your way through that, okay?” I’m still not where I would like to be artistically but I’m closing that gap every day.

			I was very lucky because those strange black-and-white doodles (the very thing I worried was keeping me from completing my next book) came together to form their own book, You Are Here: An Owner’s Manual for Dangerous Minds, which somehow became an instant New York Times bestseller. People still buy multiple copies and color them in, or hang up the images as they are, or give the books as gifts for other misfits. Therapists use them for art therapy. I get letters from people who discovered me while they were in treatment because my art is used to help people understand that weird is okay and that there is room for whimsy and play and seriousness and ugliness. And that is the gift of art—both for the person creating it and the person they share it with.

			So perhaps the thing that’s keeping you from what you’re supposed to be doing is calling to you for a good reason. Don’t be afraid to take that unknown path if it beckons. Sometimes you must trust where you are called.

		

	
		
			Embracing the Fuckups

			When we opened Nowhere Bookshop in 2020, the building had been unoccupied for a long time and had a lot of issues that we didn’t have the money to fix. One thing I couldn’t stop looking at was a large spot of water damage on the ceiling that was technically fixed but cosmetically looked like a rippled mess. It was what my eye first went to, in spite of the fact that no one else noticed it.

			We couldn’t afford to have the ceiling retextured, so instead I found an artist on Etsy who made me an enormous sticker of the white rabbit from Alice in Wonderland looking down through a hole, and when we stuck it on the ceiling it looked as if we had all fallen down the rabbit hole and the store was Wonderland. The ripples around it just added to the strange illusion, as if we’d done it on purpose.

			Since then, I’ve found myself pointing out the white rabbit to absolute strangers—bringing their attention to the flaw that I thought made the shop look awful, but which is now a treasured part of the absolute magic that people adore (or at least pretend to adore to humor me, a grown woman gleefully dragging people to see rabbits covering water damage).

			I’m going to use this same idea of embracing the fuckups when I finally get the nerve up to have tattoos placed over all my stab wounds—exchanging something I feel sensitive about for something beautiful that I’ll want to show off.

			Accepting the flaws is better than ignoring them, but finding a way to make those flaws something you adore is true magic.

			PS: Victor says I shouldn’t say that I have “stab wounds,” but I’m pretty sure they don’t carve out your gallbladder with spoons, and personally I think “this is where I got stabbed” sounds much more mysterious than “this is where my gallbladder used to be before it tried to kill me.”

			PPS: Last Halloween I considered covering the white rabbit with an image of the serial killer from Silence of the Lambs lowering down a basket and saying, “IT PUTS THE LOTION IN THE BASKET” but I was overruled because it was too close to the kids’ section and apparently that’s “not the good kind of whimsy.” So I suppose the real lesson here is to enjoy turning perceived flaws into magic, but I guess also know your limits.

		

	
		
			Terrible Moments Make Great Stories

			In case you’re wondering how it’s going, this morning I handed my credit card to the drive-thru cashier at the Dunkin’ Donuts and he paused and handed it to his manager and asked, “Um…do we take these?” And then his manager stared at it for a second and said that no, they do not, and I thought it was weird until he handed me back what I’d thought was my credit card but was actually a hotel key card from Best Western.

			This is extra mortifying because:

			
					
					I’ve apparently been carrying around a key card that I clearly never turned in.

				

					
					I don’t even remember the last time I stayed at a Best Western. It’s been years.

				

					
					I immediately worried that the cashier thought I was hitting on him by slipping him my hotel key as some sort of sexual trade for a large bag of donut holes and now I can never go back there again.

				

			

			This will be another in a long list of horrifying memories that will haunt me at three a.m., but it’s also a wonderful reminder that terrible moments make amazing stories, and when you share them and laugh at them with others, they lose their cringey sting. Letting down your walls to share your human stories, whether through art or writing or storytelling, is a gift to the people you share with and to yourself. Don’t be afraid to get vulnerable. It’s what makes us authentic. And hilarious.

			
				“Don’t waste your time on jealousy. Sometimes you’re ahead, sometimes you’re behind. The race is long and, in the end, it’s only with yourself.”

				—Mary Schmich

			
		

	
		
			Maybe I’m Just a Late Bloomer at Starting Fires with My Mind

			“Comparison is the death of joy,” said someone better-spoken than me, but I think that depends on who you’re comparing yourself to. Compared to everyone in the cemetery down the block I am doing great and have accomplished way more than they have today. I don’t mean to shame all the corpses out there, but I suspect they don’t really care.

			And what about moles? The animals, I mean. We’re doing way better than moles. They’re just rearranging dirt underground their whole lives. What a bunch of weirdos.

			The stakes are low in life, and it’s okay to give yourself credit for your bizarre accomplishments, or your kindness, or the fact that you are bettering yourself by reading a book that will make you a better person or will at least make you feel better in comparison.

			There’s a ridiculous idea out there that everyone else has their shit together. They don’t. The only people who have absolute trust in themselves are toddlers, psychopaths, and people who haven’t been challenged by the real world yet. These are the same people who think their shit doesn’t stink (and in the case of toddlers, will happily sit in it for hours) and, while fascinating for short periods of time, none of them are fun to be around at a cocktail party. In short, you don’t want to be them.

			When self-doubt tells me that I am worthless, I remind myself that I am just as worthy whether I’m successful or prolific or talented or young or pretty or able to run a marathon or set fires with my mind. I think about the most important people in my life…the ones I love and admire more than anyone. I think about my mom, who is incredibly kind and generous and loving and I fail every day at trying to be her. She was a school cafeteria lady most of my life and now she’s retired and reads books and does cross-stitch and takes care of goats and whenever I call she always says, “Welp, I got nothing so you better talk. We’re boring over here.” But all she has to do to be one of my favorite people is just exist.

			Do you exist? Then you are just as successful as my personal idol. Congratulations.

			You’re doing great. I promise.
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